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Executive summary
In an attempt to provide digital shopping 
experiences, retailers often adopt various 
digital innovations for consumer and 
associate front-end channels. However, 
this creates heavy integration challenges 
with back-end systems, leading to slow 
adoption of innovation and limited 
customization, which eventually results in 
a poor experience for the end-consumer. 
This paper explains how headless 
architecture can help retailers become 
truly digital and enhance the customer 
experience by separating front-end and 
back-end systems. It also takes a look 
at  how the rapid adoption of mobile 
is disrupting the traditional ways of 
e-commerce by paving the way for UI-
less purchasing.
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Introduction
Today, the winning organizations in the 
retail and CPG industry are those that can 
provide a disruptive and digital consumer 
experience. Consumers have different 

demands and expectations such as content 
representation, personalized experience, 
etc. Consumers access various channels 
through desktops, tablets, mobiles, Smart 
TVs, kiosks, tellers, Apple watches, or 
lowest form factor devices – each of these 

needs different optimized experiences 
depending on how consumers adopt these 
devices in their day-to-day life. The next 
generation digital technologies should 
consider four key pillars:

Figure 1 – Key pillars of next-gen digital

Traditionally, retailers buy large 
e-commerce platforms and leverage 
out-of-the-box (OOTB) functionalities and 
plug-ins to develop their front-end and 
back-end systems. As a result, enabling 
innovation for front-end systems becomes 
challenging and time-consuming. Every 
change in the front-end mandates a 
subsequent change in the commerce 
back-end, requiring additional investment. 
Without front-end innovation, retailers are 

unable to meet customer demands of  
low-touch and optimized interfaces.

In the last few years, this landscape has 
changed. Retailers and CPG companies 
have started deploying tools and platforms 
like AEM, Sitecore etc., for front-end 
systems that integrate well with core 
commerce back-end systems. However, 
this option of (front tool + commerce 
back-end) has its challenges. As companies 

adopt multiple platforms, integrating the 
software and paradigms means delayed 
innovation and high customer churn. 
Retailers and shop fronts are managing to 
leverage and build sustainable assets along 
with technologies such as Node.js and 
Angular.js that provide a rich set of features 
for front-end systems.
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Need for a headless approach
In retail e-commerce, being ‘headless’ is about separating the head, i.e., front-end interactions or what consumers view and interact 
with, from the commerce back-end. The headless approach separates commerce and content functions from the presentation layer and                 
offers a nimble front-end system for greater business agility and flexibility. The ‘go-forward architecture’ can combine with several front-end          
technologies, platforms and toolsets for consumer and associate touch-points such as open source, Adobe Experience Manager(AEM), 
Sitecore, Node.js, Angular.js, etc., while delegating core commerce and content functions. 

Figure 2 – Headless approach to retail e-commerce

Headless architecture provides retailers create white-label products that mirror consumer sites/touch-points. By enabling 
this, brands or regions that want to adopt a different system or personalize their front-end can easily and quickly do so with-
out requiring significant IT intervention.
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Figure 3 – Architectural view of headless approach

Below are few examples on how the 
headless approach can deliver greater 
value to retailers: 

•   Business merchandisers can create and 
pre-schedule front-end systems before 
major events without the hassle of IT 
intervention, thereby freeing up their 
time to focus on effective marketing 
and promotional strategies. 

•   Retailers with several brands can 
create and control their brands 
from the front-end while back-end 
commerce functions are centralized 
for all e-commerce platforms. 

•   Front-end governance brings more 
agility

With headless architecture, every front 
component can be compiled and scaled, 
particularly with benefits around  
pre-scale, Retailers can control their front- 
end especially during the peak seasonal 
events like Thanksgiving, Halloween, 
New Year, Christmas, Valentine’s day, etc. 

Headless architecture offers flexibility to 
make content changes faster compared to 
what e-commerce platforms allow. It helps 
retailers minimize impact on downstream 
applications and accelerate time-to-market 
for new features, thereby delivering a 
delightful and innovative consumer 
experience. 

The best UI is no UI
The expectations of millennial customers 
and future generations will disrupt the way 
retail services and products are consumed 
on mobiles. Mobile traffic across the globe 
has already increased to over 35% – and 
this trend has far-reaching effects. The new 
paradigm is to eliminate the traditional 
user interface (UI) through UI-less 
architecture.

A recent study by Statistica, reveals that 
in 2015, 33.4% of website traffic was 
generated through the mobile channel, an 
increase from 28.9% during the previous 
year. Currently, mobile channels comprise 
one-third of all global web pages served.
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Consider, for example, that in 2016, the mobile sales revenue on Black Friday more than doubled to US $1.2 billion compared to the previous 
year. These figures clearly demonstrate the increasing adoption of mobile and how consumers are rapidly shifting from desktop to mobile 
channels to purchase products.

Moreover, today’s consumers are choosing 
not to install native apps. The general 
distaste for memory-consuming mobile 
apps coupled with the demand for  
quick-buy options are driving the need for 

embedded e-commerce capabilities within 
channels and apps such as WhatsApp, 
Facebook, etc. However, only a few retailers 
are focusing on adopting these capabilities, 
which are known as conversational 

commerce. For example, 1-800-flowers has 
an FB bot that allows consumers to use FB 
to buy products rather than install a native 
mobile app or visit a desktop/mobile site. 

Figure 4 – The load diversion of mobile to website traffic (in percentages) 
for all global web pages served from 2009 to 2016 (reference statisa.com)
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Figure 5 – Mobile trends on Black Friday in 2015 and 2016

Mobile Trends

Between midnight and 5 p.m 
Thanks giving day, mobile  
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For the first time in retail history, Black Friday drove $1.2 billion dollars
in mobile revenue this year, compared to $583 million in 2015

Average order value for iOS

2015

$449M
20152016 2016

Average order value for Android

$120 $142 $96 $130

External Document © 2017 Infosys Limited External Document © 2017 Infosys Limited



Today, e-commerce is poised for 
tremendous growth and innovation. 
Traditional e-commerce sites will 
increasingly give way to consumer-driven 
pages, personalized products and mobile- 
on-the-bot. Next-gen consumers will be 
able to use mobile apps that act as quick 
messengers with shop-while-you-drive/

go capabilities. Within the next 5-8 years, 
we can expect that UI-less architecture will 
disrupt retail e-commerce by providing 
quick-buy, subscription and curb-side 
buy options. These UI-less options will tap 
into the consumer’s psyche by enabling 
spontaneous and seamless mobile 
purchasing. With technological innovations 

emerging rapidly, it may not be long before 
retailers can leverage natural language 
processing (NLP) and encourage impulsive 
purchases through UI-less channels on 
FB Bot, etc. In the future, the consumer 
journey may very well be one where the 
best UI is no UI.

Figure 6 – Purchasing products on 1-800-flowers using the FB bot

Conclusion
Retailers today struggle to personalize their front-end systems 
during various campaigns. Every brand or new product rollout 
delays the whole chain of reaching consumers as each customization 
requires extensive IT intervention to alter back-end systems. This, 
inevitably, leads to a poor customer experience.  
The headless architecture approach allows retailers to separate 
front-end and back-end systems, thereby providing flexibility and 
ease of customization for front-end systems along with faster  
time-to-market and higher customer satisfaction. The rapid 
adoption of mobile also presents new opportunities for retailers to 
increase revenue through conversational commerce. The emergence 
of UI-less architecture is set to disrupt the world of e-commerce by 
allowing users to purchase goods using apps such as WhatsApp and 
Facebook. To succeed in the future, retailers need to be aware of 
and strategically adopt such new innovations that are driven by the 
dynamic demands of next-gen consumers.
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