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The digital marketing playbook for ecommerce 
businesses is well-worn, highly refined, and 
very effective. That’s why in head-to-head 
comparisons of advertising performance, 
ecommerce businesses generate higher returns 
on their ad spending. 

Digital marketing and ecommerce have evolved 
together to the benefit of both.  Ecommerce 
businesses produce a wealth of customer 
intelligence that can be used by digital 
marketers to drive traffic and transactions. 

The digital marketing playbook is far less 
effective for offline retailers, despite the fact that 
shopper conversion (conversion of visit to actual 
purchase) is actually 4-8x higher for brick-and-
mortar retailers. This is because much of the 
intelligence available to ecommerce marketers 
is simply not available to marketers responsible 
for delivering customers to real-world stores.

Marketing for real-world businesses, where 
more than 85% of retail transactions still 
take place, relies on digital approximations 
rather than actual customer data. Things like 
impressions, clicks, likes and follows. But these 
proxy measures, as we’ll see, can be misleading 
and often fail to deliver the same performance.

Unpacking the digital marketing  
playbook

The cookie and the pixel are at the heart of successful 
digital marketing. They are responsible for detailed 
data on customer actions that can be used to drive 
highly-targeted marketing. They reveal who visits 
and when, time since last visit, pages and products 
viewed, items put into a shopping cart, and other 
useful data points.

A pixel is a block of code placed in website code 
that “fires” when a user visits a page. It reports 
actions taken so the visitor can be reached via 
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digital advertising. So, let’s say a shopper visits 
your ecommerce site but doesn’t purchase. A pixel 
allows you to anonymously retarget the shopper with 
messages meant to bring them back. A pixel in your 
advertising can fire when someone views the ad and 
then track their visit back to your site so you can trace 
what drove the transaction.

A cookie works with a pixel by storing information in 
your browser about the websites you visit. It allows 
websites to remember past visits and preferences to 
improve your experience when you return. In digital 
advertising, cookies help to ensure the ads you see 
are relevant. They also control the number of times you 
see them.

Cookies and pixels work together to serve relevant 
advertising driven by your customers’ behavior and 
preferences. This kind of data lets you target messages 
and offers with greater relevance. For example, 
specific offers for new customers, active shoppers, 
frequent visitors, lapsed customers, etc.

Digital playbook less effective for real 
world 
Traditional retailers have turned to digital marketing 
because more and more of their customers’ time 
and attention are focused on digital content. It’s 
also efficient and accountable. But digital marketing 
doesn’t work as well for offline retailers.

Because marketers aren’t able to easily track in-store 
behavior, they turn to online performance metrics like 
reach, impressions, clicks, likes and follows. However, 
these online signals are poor indicators of in-store visit 
or purchase. If real-world marketers are measuring 
the wrong actions and outcomes, they are going to 
have a hard time knowing what’s really working and 
optimizing performance.

Data shows that exposure to an online ad leads 
predictably to online actions such as engagement 
and likes. However, behavior becomes much less 
predictable when you track consumers from online ad 
exposure to a store visit. 

Zenreach tracked the in-store results from millions 
of online ad impressions. The aggregate results 
displayed above show that conversion from 
online impression to online action was reasonably 
predictable. Consider males under 35 (represented 
in the chart above by the lighter shade of blue). This 
group represented 59% of online impressions and 
55% took online action. 

But this group converted to in-store visits at a much 
lower rate—just 25% actually visited the advertiser’s 
business, a conversion rate of 0.16%. Males over 35 
converted at more than 4x that rate, or 0.66%. If your 
goal is to bring customers in, that ad budget might be 
better spent on the 35+ demo. 

Customer info Digital marketing tactic

Customer understanding Segmentation

1:1 customer profile Personalized ads

Visit behavior Retargeting ads

Conversion metrics Optimized campaigns

Purchase history Recommendations

Traffic Target the right places

The digital marketing playbook is finely tuned to take advantage of 
customer information.

Online engagement is a very poor predictor of in-store performance.
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Comparison of online targeting, engagement, and in-store results.
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Adapting the digital playbook for  
real-world results

What’s missing for real-world retailers is something 
like the cookie and the pixel to better understand 
consumer actions and deliver relevant advertising. 
Fortunately, many offline retailers are already 
collecting much of what they need to adapt digital 
marketing to drive traffic to physical locations. It just 
needs to be put to work. 

Point-of-sale systems record customer 
transactions. Many now allow customers to email 

receipts rather than print receipts, creating a record 
of purchase history and visits. This doesn’t cover all 
customers since some still pay with cash, and in 
some types of businesses, like restaurants, it won’t 
include data on people in a group if they aren’t the 
one paying the check.

Loyalty programs track customer purchases in 
exchange for discounts and rewards. They are very 
effective at measuring customer visits and purchases, 
but participation is typically below 30%, even in 
successful loyalty programs, so the majority of 
customers aren’t included. 



WiFi systems track customer visits by recognizing 
mobile devices that enter a signal area. When 
customers exchange an email address for free 
WiFi, the retailer is able to measure customer visit 
behavior. The mobile device in many ways functions 
like a real-world pixel and the WiFi access point like a 
real-world cookie.

Combining data from these on-premise 
systems allows offline merchants to use the 
digital marketing playbook just as effectively as 
ecommerce businesses.

Running the digital playbook for  
offline retail

Retarget active shoppers

Only 15-30% of people who go into a retail store 
actually make a purchase. That means there’s a huge 
opportunity to get in front of people who shop but 
don’t buy while the consideration window is still open. 
In ecommerce this is easy. Anyone who leaves the 
site or abandons a cart can be retargeted with relevant 
offers for the items they showed interest in.

But if you operate a brick-and-mortar store, how 
do you identify people who have walked in but not 
bought anything?

Using the in-store data sources we’ve described, 
you can compare visit and purchase data to identify 
customers who have walked in but not purchased. 
You can then isolate that list to create an audience, 
targeting them online with tailored messages or offers. 

Results are measured using the Walk-Through Rate™. 
Similar to a click-through rate, the Walk-Through Rate 
measures the number of customers who walk into a 
physical location after seeing an ad within a specified 
period of time. By matching visits with transactions, 

you’re able to accurately calculate business impact 
and return on ad spend. Walk-Through results also 
provide the conversion information you need to 
optimize campaigns and creative for in-store results.

Bring back lost customers

A huge opportunity overlooked by a lot of retail 
marketers is lost, or lapsed, customers. These are 
people who have been regular customers that, for 
some reason, stop coming. For many retail categories, 
the lost customer rate is as high as 60-70%. 
Ecommerce businesses spend aggressively to win 
back lost customers because it’s very effective and 
easy to manage when you’re able to track visits.

The challenge for businesses with physical locations is 
identifying lapsed customers and then targeting them 
with the appropriate message to bring them back. 
Unless the customer is a loyalty club member, there 
is no easy way to know when someone doesn’t come 
back or how valuable a customer they were. 

Using in-store systems the way a website uses a 
pixel allows you to track both visits and transactions. 
Segmenting customers by visit history and lifetime 
value is a useful way to manage reactivation 
campaigns. Simply pulling a list of customers who 
haven’t been in for 1-2x the average visit cycle lets 
you isolate a lapsed customer list that can be targeted 
through digital advertising. 

Attract new customers

Lookalike audiences have become a go-to method for 
effective digital marketing. The theory is simple—use 
your most valuable, engaged customers as a seed 
audience to target new customers who share similar 
interests and behaviors. This approach has been 



proven to outperform more generic targeting based on 
demographics or other online signals.

Online businesses have a rich set of customer data 
that allows them to zoom in on particularly valuable 
customer segments. Offline businesses don’t have 
the same advantage and typically have only a small 
portion of their customers represented in their 
customer database.

Using the in-store data sources we’ve described, 
retailers can amass visit and purchase information on 
a much broader set of their customers. Stack ranking 
customers by visit frequency or lifetime value lets you 
distill audience characteristics even further for higher 
performing seed audiences. Suppressing exposure 
to current customers makes this approach even more 
effective at attracting net new customers.

Measuring Walk-Through results of these campaigns 
closes the loop for further optimization. When 
businesses understand who is visiting, when they’re 
visiting, and how much they’re spending, they can 
use that data to make adjustments to their marketing 
strategy. The Walk-Through rate shines a light on 
previously unobservable information that mirrors 
what ecommerce businesses use to optimize their 
marketing for bottom-line results. 

Conclusion

Digital marketing has evolved to take advantage of 
the detailed information available to ecommerce 
marketers. Businesses that want to drive traffic to 
real-world stores have had to rely instead on digital 
approximations. But online engagement isn’t the 
same as in-store success. Performance can be 
improved by using in-store results as the ultimate 
measure of success. Much of this information is 
already available through point-of-sale systems, 
loyalty programs and WiFi data. Putting this 
information to work allows retail marketers to get the 
most from the digital marketing playbook.

Zenreach pioneered Walk-Through  
Marketing and continues to set the pace for 
an innovative and fast-growing industry. 

Zenreach created Walk-Through Marketing to help 
businesses with physical locations dramatically 
improve customer acquisition and lifetime value by 
connecting digital marketing with in-store results. 
Zenreach Engage automatically tracks customer 
visits, effortlessly builds rich customer profiles and 
keeps them up to date. Zenreach Attract improves ad 
performance 4x by targeting audiences based on your 
best customers. Results are measured with our Walk-
Through Rate™, a proprietary metric that shows when 
someone exposed to an ad visits a location. Founded 
in 2012, Zenreach serves thousands of independent 
merchants and leading brands like Peet’s Coffee, 
Ruth’s Chris Steak House and BCBG Max Azria. 

Learn more at www.zenreach.com or  
email hello@zenreach.com.


