THE RISE OF
THE MACHINES

Programmatic commErcE™
aND thE DigitaL rEtaiL rEvoLutioN

DigitaL commErcE iN thE
SEcoND machiNE agE
Shopping changed forever with the birth of the internet.
The rise of digital commerce made it cheaper, faster and
easier than ever before to buy just about anything from just
about anywhere in the world.

Neil Stewart – CEO, Salmon
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It’s been two decades since then however,
and digital commerce has long been awaiting
a new revolution, a new challenge to the
long-established status quo.
The wait is over. That revolution is almost here,
and it is coming in the form of what Salmon terms
programmatic commerce™.
Programmatic commerce is based on the principle
that internet-enabled devices like fridges and
freezers which make up the ever-expanding
Internet of Things will soon be able to make smart
purchasing decisions for their owners through
their pre-programmed preferences. And it’s set to
redefine retail from the ground up.
As this concept spreads across multiple industries,
we will also begin to see other applications of
programmatic: from cars that can check
themselves in for a service to washing machines
that know when they are reaching the end of their
lifespan and order their successor.
Such concepts present almost limitless
opportunities for retailers, brands and smart
device manufacturers to revolutionise the way that
they offer goods and services to their customers.
At the same time, with programmatic commerce
relying on consumers willingly handing over more
data and control than they have ever shared
before, the potential for controversy is rife.

With that in mind, and in order to gauge the
level of consumer appetite for programmatic
commerce, Salmon commissioned an
independent research consultancy to explore
consumer attitudes and expectations surrounding
the concept of automated purchasing. The results,
as you will see over the coming pages, point to a
sophisticated, engaged and demanding audience
that has a surprisingly advanced perspective on
how smart technology could redefine their
retail experience.
Programmatic commerce is coming, and it
is coming much more rapidly than we might
think. As you begin to consider how the impact
of this new revolution will be felt across your
organisation, we’d be delighted to share our many
years of expertise in order to help you capitalise
on this huge and growing opportunity.

Neil Stewart
CEO, Salmon
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Executive Summary
Across the following pages, we’ll explore why:
■ More than half of UK shoppers say that they’re ready to embrace programmatic commerce within
the next two years.
■ More than a third are excited about the potential to save time and money when shopping.
■ Price is more important than brand for the majority of shoppers when using programmatic.
■ Close to two-thirds say that the ability to access programmatic will influence their future smart
device purchasing.
■ Amongst organisations, consumers trust retailers most to run a programmatic platform.
We’ll also look in depth at:
■ Why retailers and brands still need to prove that customer data is being used securely
and appropriately.
■ How consumers need to be reassured that they won’t lose out on the ability to select from a
range of branded products.

Programmatic EXPLAINED
Programmatic Commerce is a term coined by Salmon to describe the phenomenon of
connected devices making purchase decisions on behalf of consenting consumers and
businesses based on pre-programmed parameters and learned preferences. This process of
automated purchasing has been driven by the rise of the Internet of Things and smart devices.
The example below shows a simple process of how it works.

COFFEE

FAVE

COFFEE

Sophie programmes her internet-enabled coffee machine with her coffee
preferences such as brand, coffee strength and maximum price. When the machine
sensors detect that her machine’s coffee supplies are running low, it automatically
places an order on her behalf. Within 24 hours the new order is delivered, and
Sophie receives confirmation, with her purchase profile updated.

www.salmon.com

4

1: Automatic for the people
Speed and simplicity pave the way for fully automated
purchasing within just two years

57%

say they will be ready for
automated purchasing
within 2 years, with
13% of those ready now

49%

of UK shoppers believe
that digital tech has
“made the shopping
process faster”

35%

say that they’re
either already using
smart tech at home
or plan to do so
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For retailers and brands, the concept of programmatic commerce is one of abundant
potential. But do their customers see things the same way?
By its very nature, automated purchasing removes a degree of control from the consumer,
presenting an interesting psychological quandary: how do we feel when machines start
making our shopping choices for us, and where do the boundaries lie?
To begin to answer those questions, we first
needed to build a picture of today’s digital shopper.
By understanding what draws consumers to digital
commerce as it exists right now, we can then begin
to explore how programmatic might augment their
shopping experiences in the future.
In developing that picture, we quickly found
that digital commerce is now an integral part of
most peoples’ daily lives. Three out of five UK
consumers (58%) use digital technology to make
a purchase at least once a week, while many of us
go much further: on average, we transact digitally
nine times a week.

Smart technology, for instance, is already infiltrating
British homes at a rapid pace. Over a third (35%) of
UK consumers say that they’re either already using
smart tech at home or plan to do so within the next
year, presenting a significant market for retailers
to address.

Product types that consumers are
most comfortable having ordered
via programmatic commerce:

A helping hand
Not only has digital technology permeated our
everyday shopping habits, we seem to be
increasingly reliant on it to help manage our
busy lives. The frequency with which we buy
digitally is easily explained when we consider
that more than half (53%) of shoppers say that the
biggest positive impact that technology has had
on the shopping experience has been to make it
“easier and more convenient”.

Ready and willing

Overall, speed and convenience seem to be the
leading factors behind our charge towards digital.
49% of us believe that digital tech has “made the
shopping process faster,” while 41% enjoy being
able to make purchases from stores that they can’t
visit physically. More than a third (36%) says that
digital helps them be more cost efficient and find
better deals.

Perhaps more importantly, consumers already
support the idea that those devices could soon
make purchasing decisions on their behalf. The
majority (54%) say that they are at least “somewhat
comfortable” with a system that automatically
orders items without them needing to approve the
purchase, and around a fifth say that they have no
issues whatsoever with this concept.

All of these responses have big implications for
programmatic commerce. If shoppers are already
looking to digital commerce as a way to provide
them with a quicker and easier way of buying what
they need, it isn’t difficult to suggest that a system
that streamlined purchasing to an even greater
extent could be equally appealing.

The high tolerance towards programmatic
commerce becomes even clearer when we
consider that consumers show little desire to
reinsert themselves back into the purchasing
process. Remarkably, only a further one percent
says that being given the option to approve the
items being bought before checkout completion
would make them more comfortable with
automated purchasing.

The success of such a system, of course, depends
largely on consumer acceptance; not only in
terms of their willingness to allow machines to
begin making purchases on their behalf, but
their readiness to buy internet-enabled smart
technology in the first place. Promisingly, we seem
to be heading towards a future in which both the
technological infrastructure and consumer psyche
are aligned in a way that could make programmatic
a widespread reality.

household
supplies
(54%)

food and
drink
(54%)

beauty,
healthcare,
personal
hygiene
(34%)

Machine-driven purchasing might even be starting
to shape our attitudes towards smart technology.
More than half (58%) of consumers say that when
they need to replace a device like a fridge or
freezer in the future, they’re likely to opt for a
smart technology option if it would allow them to
benefit from automated shopping.
www.salmon.com
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2: thE PricE of Programmatic
consumers want all of the benefits of a programmatic future,
but most won’t shoulder the cost

most people

55%
are clear
on the benefits of
Programmatic
commerce

“time saving”
is cited by 37% as
the top benefit

“money saving”
is cited also by 37% as
the top benefit

“convenience”
is cited by 25% as
the top benefit

But

60%

say they’d be unwilling
to pay more because
an item was ordered
automatically
for them

www.salmon.com

7

The research indicates that consumers value speed and simplicity above all else when
it comes to online shopping, and also that they’re broadly comfortable with the idea of
devices that can order essential items for them when they’re running low. So do those
things combine to create an appetite for programmatic commerce?
For many, the answer is a resounding yes.

Drawing a line

The majority (55%) say they see the potential
benefit of having items ordered for them
automatically. As might be expected, the expected
time savings (37%) and convenience factor (25%)
are cited as major benefits, but a third key element
is also introduced here: cost. More than a third
(37%) see programmatic commerce as a potential
money-saver, highlighting that it would offer them
a way to automatically purchase the cheapest
products within a category.

The strength of feeling around paying for
programmatic is such that it even crosses over
to the actual items that might be ordered and
the devices responsible for making a purchase.
Almost two-thirds (62%) say that they’d be
unwilling to pay more for an item just because
it was ordered automatically for them, and a
comparable number (59%) shun the idea
that smart devices should cost more than
‘offline’ equivalents, even if they allow for
automated purchasing.

The focus on value for money becomes even
clearer when we look at how shoppers would
want an automated system to prioritise which
items are purchased within a given category.
Exactly half of our respondents said that they’d
want a programmatic system to select items
based on price, compared to just a quarter (25%)
who said that they’d want it to select based on the
product name. Bargains, not brands, win the heart
of the consumer here.
If the distinction between the importance of
brand and price speaks to the shrewd nature of
online shoppers, so too does the third answer in
this ranking: speed of delivery (selected by 30%
as most important). Consumers understand the
programmatic concept well enough to realise
that if products arrive too slowly, this negates the
benefit of having them ordered automatically in
the first place.
The savviness on show here stretches further still.
More than half of those surveyed state that while
they know they’ll need to spend time selecting
upfront preferences for an automated shopping
service, they feel that the end result will ultimately
justify that investment.
Most critically, three out of every five (60%) make
it expressly clear that they’re not prepared to
pay a fee to use an automated system. While
the remaining two out of five (40%) say that they
would consider doing so, the message is clear: the
majority of consumers are unwilling to pay extra
for the benefits of programmatic, viewing it as a
natural evolution in a retailer’s digital offering.

While these issues are all important to note, they
shouldn’t necessarily cause gloom amongst
retailers. Programmatic commerce, after all,
provides numerous opportunities to boost
revenues beyond the prospects of a customer
subscription fee.
From loyalty to efficiency, programmatic has the
potential to sharpen an online retailer’s edge,
not to mention the financial gains that will likely
result from a higher frequency of orders. And,
with much of the data needed in order to create a
programmatic system already available to retailers
(or increasingly accessible as smart devices
continue to propagate), the challenge lies mainly
in analysis and activation rather than infrastructure
or engineering.
While that challenge is undoubtedly complex, at
its heart lies an essential truth: for an audience
that values speed and convenience above all else
when it comes to online shopping, the potential
benefits of programmatic are perfectly clear.
Little wonder, then, that near to half (44%) of
consumers say that they’ll feel ready to use it
within the next two years, and more than one in
ten (13%) say that they’d do so now.
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3: Generations apart
Youth leads the charge towards programmatic,
while older shoppers require convincing

32%

of 25-34 year-olds
are totally comfortable
with the idea of
programmatic commerce.

46%

of this age group state
they’re ready for it now

Only

7%

of 55-64 year-olds
are totally
comfortable with it

55%
of 25-34 year-olds
say they would be
willing to pay a
fee to use it

77%

of 55-64 year-olds
say they would not
pay a fee to use it
www.salmon.com
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In his posthumous work The Salmon of Doubt, science fiction author Douglas Adams
posited three rules that govern our reaction to new technology. The third of these –
the notion that “anything invented after you’re thirty-five is against the natural order of
things” – seems to hold particular relevance when we look at generational attitudes to
programmatic commerce.
As we have seen, general attitudes towards such
a system – security and privacy concerns aside –
are positive. Consumers show a healthy appetite
for a service they believe can save them both time
and money, and are getting ready to embrace it
within just a few years. Not all shoppers are the
same of course, and drilling down into specific
demographics reveals a considerable skew away
from automated purchasing amongst the older
generation.
The first evidence of this lies in the overall
frequency of online purchasing. Around a quarter
(24%) of 18-24 years olds say that buying online
is an “everyday” occurrence for them, with an
almost identical number (23%) of 25-34 year-olds
answering the same. Moving into the 45-54 yearold age bracket however, this number drops to just
over one in ten (12%), falling even further amongst
55-64 year-olds (8%).
This trend continues with generational adoption
of smart technology. While many consumers are
gearing up to invest in an internet-enabled device
within the next couple of years, once again it
is younger shoppers that we find pushing this
forward. More than a third of those in the 25-34
year-old group have smart tech at home already,
compared to less than a tenth of 45-54 yearolds, and just 12 percent of those in the latter
group are planning to address that in the
coming year.

Percentage agreeing with the
statement: “Buying online is
an everyday occurrence for me”

Older, not bolder
Perhaps as a result of this unfamiliarity with
smart technology, older shoppers also tend to
demonstrate greater resistance to the idea of
technology automating their purchases. Only
seven percent of 55-64 year-olds say that they are
totally comfortable with the idea of programmatic
commerce. While this figure rises to 15 percent
amongst 45-54 year-olds, even this pales in
comparison with the third (32%) of 25-34 yearolds who state their “complete” comfort with
automated purchasing.
The acceptance of programmatic as a viable future
for online retail also translates into a willingness to
invest financially in that system amongst younger
shoppers. With two-thirds of 25-34 year-olds
clear on the benefits of automated purchasing,
more than half (55%) also say that they would be
willing to pay a fee to support it. This is in distinct
opposition to the three-quarters (77%) of 55-64
year-olds who would not.
Overall, there is little doubt that 25-34 yearolds are driving the demand for programmatic
commerce. Almost half (46%) state that they are
ready for it right now, or will be within the next 12
months – more than double the number found in
the 55-64 year-old group.
The ramifications of this generational split are
worth considering for online retailers, brands and
smart device manufacturers alike. By 2018, those
aged over 55 will account for one third of the
British population: some 20 million people.
More relevant for those involved in programmatic
commerce is the fact that over-50s hold 80%
of the UK’s wealth, and independent research
conducted by Age UK suggests that over-65s
spend upwards of £2billion on goods and services
every week.
So whilst the younger generation may present
a more willing audience for programmatic
commerce, the challenge is to determine how it
can work as part of a multichannel environment
that also captures the older generation.

24%

23%

12%

8%

of 18-24
year-olds

of 25-34
year-olds

of 45-54
year-olds

of 55-64
year-olds
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4: Trust in the system
Privacy and security concerns mean retailers have
work to do in earning consumer confidence

69%

admit they don’t trust
brands to ask for permission
before using data collected
from smart devices

54%

say their greatest anxiety
would be unwanted items
being ordered without
them knowing

51%

say that programmatic
commerce could expose
their data to hackers
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Like many applications and services born from the ever-increasing network of
connected devices, smarter use of data lies at the heart of the programmatic revolution.
And while consumers may be clear about the potential of automated shopping, they’re
less enthused by the prospect of needing to share more data with retailers to make it
a reality.
Asked what their biggest concerns would be
about signing up for a system that ordered goods
for them automatically, consumers overwhelmingly
highlighted worries around a lack of control and
data security threats.
Most prevalent amongst these issues is the fear of
relinquishing too much power to the machine. The
majority (54%) of consumers say that their greatest
anxiety towards automated shopping is that
unwanted items could be ordered without them
knowing. Convenience may be key for shoppers,
but they’re also clear about when they feel like the
line could be crossed.
Following closely behind worries about losing
control of their purchasing is the fear that the
same might happen to their personal information.
More than half of consumers (51% on both counts)
say that programmatic commerce could expose
their data to hackers or, perhaps worse, that it
could be used inappropriately by third-parties.

Delivering value
Security worries aren’t the only thing on consumer
minds. If they’re dubious about the handling of
their personal data, they’re more cynical still about
the ultimate winners in a programmatic world.
Almost three-quarters (71%) of those surveyed said
that they feel automated shopping is of greater
benefit to retailers and manufacturers than it is
to consumers.
This has significant implications for both retailers
and brands, particularly when juxtaposed
against the average consumer’s pursuit of value
for money above all else. If brands begin to
negotiate exclusive deals around programmatic –
particularly ones that lock competitors out of the
loop altogether – the response from the shopper
could very well be negative.
For brands the challenge is to ensure they do
not get locked out due to competitors dealing
exclusively with smart device manufacturers.

Permission denied
Concerns become even more pronounced when
we consider that more than two-thirds (69%) of
consumers admit that they don’t trust brands,
whether manufacturers or retailers, to ask for
permission before using data collected from smart
devices, with an equal number (69%) stating that
they are already uncomfortable with the amount of
personal data they share through digital devices.
Even the theoretical introduction of an
independent body does little to assuage consumer
doubts. While around half (46%) admitted that
they would be more likely to use an automated
shopping service if it was run and managed
independently, a relatively similar number (40%)
noted that it wouldn’t make a difference.
While it might be tempting to read these numbers
in a fairly bleak light, it is perhaps more useful
to view them as a reminder that there are clear
wins to be had for those brands that can assure
customers as to the safety of their service.
Brands and retailers are not asking consumers for
any more data than they already provide, after all.
Instead, they are interpreting the same information
in smarter and more powerful ways – and proving
that to customers is essential.

www.salmon.com

12

Conclusions
How can retailers and brands respond to consumer attitudes towards
programmatic commerce?
Consumers are well informed, passionate and vocal about their expectations regarding programmatic
commerce, providing organisations of all kinds with actionable insight on how to proceed.

Consumers will be ready for automated
purchasing sooner than we might think
Smart technology is finding itself rapidly integrated
into our homes. With vast numbers of British
consumers already in possession of (or planning
to invest in) the smart devices that would make
programmatic commerce a reality, retailers
and brands need to think sooner rather than
later about how they can begin to address this
burgeoning market. With around half of consumers
ready to embrace automated purchasing in just
two years, a huge opportunity exists for forwardthinking retailers to respond to this early demand.

Younger shoppers may pave the way,
but the older generation should not
be ignored
Our data shows that consumers aged 25-34 are
perfectly placed to become early adopters of
programmatic commerce. They have the appetite,
the technology, and – in some cases – even the
willingness to pay, for automated purchasing.
While early programmatic offerings are likely
to be well received if structured around this
audience, the older generation is ready to be
won over by those organisations that can tangibly
demonstrate the cost and convenience benefits
of programmatic.

Time spent establishing the security
and privacy of programmatic will be
rewarded in the long term
Related to the previous point, retailers and
brands need to strive to show that programmatic
commerce does not expose consumer data (or,
more importantly, finances) to any greater degree
of risk than traditional online retail. As consumers
find themselves relinquishing control to their
devices, they will need to be reassured that their
confidence in those organisations that underpin
programmatic commerce is well placed.
Trust is everything.

Monetisation must come second to
creating a reliable service
Although we see a healthy number of consumers
who would be willing to pay a fee to access an
automated shopping service, the majority are
vocal about their resistance to such an idea.
While attitudes undoubtedly change over time
and we expect to see some degree of softening
as programmatic commerce becomes a palpable
reality, organisations would do well to explore
consider the financial opportunities inherent in a
more “locked-in” audience before considering the
idea of subscriptions or premium fees.
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How Salmon can help
Salmon is a global ecommerce consultancy that has been at the forefront of
commerce development for over 25 years, reshaping experience and expectation
through initiatives such as content personalisation, click-and-collect and app
technology as well as transformative ecommerce platform integration and delivery.
We work with retailers to help them understand the trends, challenges and opportunities and evolving
technologies of a digital-first world, framing them in easy-to-grasp terms.
As both witness and guide to the nascent programmatic commerce phenomenon, Salmon is well
positioned to discuss what it means for today’s ever-challenged retailers and brand owners, specifically:
■ Integration of IT and commerce systems to enable automated ordering
■ Managing the explosion of information through algorithms and Big Data methods
■ Product and order management in programmatic channels
■ Optimisation of price based on delivery and volume factors
■ Definition of fulfilment strategies to support programmatic commerce
Get in touch at

info@salmon.com

Methodology
Research for this report was conducted by an independent research consultancy, Censuswide.
More than 2,000 UK consumers aged 18-64 were interviewed online during July 2016.

www.salmon.com

14

ABOUT SALMON
Salmon is a global digital commerce consultancy
– the largest in WPP’s network of companies. We
define and deliver market-changing solutions and
customer journeys for the world’s leading brands.
Established in 1989, with operations in London,
New York, Melbourne and Beijing, Salmon clients
include Argos, Audi UK, DFS, Halfords, Lloyds
Pharmacy, Premier Farnell, Sainsbury’s
and Selfridges.

Find more resources and updates
on programmatic commerce here.

For more information,
email: info@salmon.com
or visit: www.salmon.com
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