
T
here’s a reason online 
shopping is popular in 
India. There’s something 
about looking at hundreds 
of products in at least 

three different colours before buy-
ing them—or abandoning them in 
a cart—that appeals to Indian shop-
pers much more than shopping in 
plush air-conditioned stores with 
trial rooms and eager salespeople.

It is for this reason that big retail 
brands in India have realised the 
importance of having an online 
presence, not just in the form of cata-
logues but as full-fledged working 
models. The entire lifecycle of online 
retailing—from anticipating user 
intent to buy through their website 
to shipping an order—is being car-
ried out by brands on their own. Of 
course, with the help of a slew of 
technology startups that are building 
online stores for them.

For big retail brands, a strong on-
line presence is not just about having 
another channel of commerce. It goes 
beyond that. By launching digital 
stores, brands are directly compet-
ing with other as well as with online 
marketplaces such as Flipkart and 
Amazon that also sell their products.

“Two-thirds of our customers are 
digitally influenced in some way or 
the other and, hence, it is imperative 
for us to ensure a strong digital foot-
ing,” said Maneesh Mittal, head of 
ecommerce at Tata Group’s Infiniti 
Retail, which owns the Croma chain 
of consumer electronics stores.

Building an online website and 
connecting it to their inventory is 
just the tip of the iceberg for brands 
getting into ecommerce. The real 
challenge for them is to drive traffic 
to their websites, hook users to their 
products and provide the kind of 
experience that will make the user 
transact from their website instead of 
switching to an online marketplace 
app on their phones.

“The top questions brands want 
their ecommerce portals to answer 
are: Who is my customer, how to 
bring back the customer for repeat 
transactions, and what are the 
reasons for drop-offs,” said Aneesh 
Reddy, chief executive at Capillary 
Technologies, a software and ana-
lytics provider that counts apparel 
brands Biba, Max, Fab India and 
Pantaloons among clients.

Capillary helps retailers answer 
those questions and build solutions 
around reducing friction during 
online purchases and driving traffic 
to their websites, said Reddy. It helps 
brand figure who is buying and what 
kind of campaigns work.

Understanding a customer’s intent 
and behaviour is an important aspect 
of the ecommerce industry.

Just as in offline retail a salesman 
tries to understand a customer’s in-
tent, preferences and budget to decide 
what products to show him or her, 
in ecommerce, stores use analytics 
to read customer traits and modify 
product selection accordingly.

In online retail, it’s important to 
remember that customers have a 
lot of options, said Atul Jalan, chief 
executive of analytics firm Manthan 
Systems. For example, a Biba brand 
kurta that you see on Myntra’s app is 
also likely to be available on Flipkart 
or Snapdeal, not to forget Biba’s 
own ecommerce website. Analytics 
like the kind Manthan special-
izes in allow retail brands to tweak 

their offers on the fly. So when a shop-
per searches for a kurta on a brand 
website the system ensures that the 
intent of purchase is converted into a 
real purchase, said Jalan.

Bengaluru-based Decisive 
Analytical Systems, which counts 
Walmart India as a client, uses its pat-
ented product called Plumb5 to read 
customer profiles, categorizing these 
into 94 parameters to make bespoke 
recommendations.

Analysis of a customer’s profile 
includes intuitive details, said Arun 
Krishnamoorthy, head of partner 
network at Decisive Analytical 
Systems. For example, a customer 
from Dubai might be interested in a 
product with a 10% discount whereas 
a Bengaluru user could be more in-
clined to buy if the same discount is 
listed in actual value, say, a discount 
of Rs 300.

Apart from 
analytics, 
technology solu-
tions provided 
by the likes of 
Capillary also give 
brands an edge by allowing 
them to be present across 
various sales channels—
physical outlets to digital 
stores—increasing the poten-
tial for completing a sale. “Indian 
brands are now targeting close to 10% 
sales from their online channel,” said 
Reddy of Capillary.

Apparel brand Biba, which went 
online in 2014, generates 35-40% of its 
total online sales from its own web-
site. From its recent omni-channel 
initiative—which allows customers 
to select items from a store and get 
these delivered at home or buy online 
and collect from a store—Biba has 
been generating revenue of 3-4% of its 
total sales, said Biba managing direc-
tor Siddharth Bindra.

Future Group-owned Big Bazaar is 
also slated to launch an online store 
this year, as a part of the brand’s 
omni-channel strategy. Manthan is 
one of its technology providers.

How brands portray their online 
stores among various other channels 
that also sell their products is an in-
teresting equation.

“We think of online marketplaces 
as being similar to malls with our 
brand stores,” said Mittal of Croma. 
“Croma.com, on the other hand, 
serves as the 
equivalent 
of a flag-
ship store, 
serving 
to pro-
vide a rich-
er, more 
engaged 
experience 
for the elec-
tronics shop-
per.”.
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BENGALURU: Gurgaon-
based Skrilo, a mobile 
marketing and rewards 
platform, has raised $1.5 
million (about ̀ 10 Crore) 
from angel investors in-
cluding Livspace CEO Anuj 
Srivastava and Arvind 
Tiku, chairman of AT Capital 
Group. The company will 

use the money for marketing its rewards program, 
developing new products and enhancing its tech-
nology. “The current scenario offers only intrusive 
mobile marketing solutions, which is not readily 
acceptable by consumers. Our platform engages 
consumers meaningfully in the mobile space,” said 
CEO Manish Sinha.

The platform helps businesses to engage with 
customers and connect with them in a targeted 
manner. The one-stop rewards platform incentiv-
izes customers to engage with brands and mer-
chants. “This is a very large market, a hard prob-
lem to crack and scale, and the Skrilo team with its 
background in creating companies, technologies, 
and their overall business acumen is one of the 
best I have come across to solve this complex 
problem,” said Srivastava. Starting with Southeast 
Asian countries, Skrilo aims to expand internation-
ally over the next 2-3 years.̀

Skrilo Secures Seed 
Funding of $1.5m

CLICK AND MORTAR

Co offers deep 
learning algorithm 
for developers

Shashwati.Shankar
@timesgroup.com

Bengaluru: Mumbai-based Arya.
ai offers its deep learning algo-
rithms for developers to build intel-
ligent AI systems that can adapt and 
do multiple things with minimal 
inputs from humans.

From creating a diagnostic assis-
tant for radiologists to a mathemati-
cal assistant for science academi-
cians and on to drone image process-
ing abilities, the uses appear to be 
really diverse.

 “We have already launched the ad-
vanced AI software tools in a closed 
group beta phase with developers 
internationally and researchers in 
select software companies, these de-
velopers are using these softwares 
for building robots that can assist 
professionals from different fields in 

their task,” said Vinay Sankarapu, 
cofounder of Arya.ai (in picture).

Arya.ai’s API for developers can 
be used for four specific categories. 
From creating custom APIs to use 
cases within computer vision, this 
could range from classifying or 
searching for products on e-com-
merce platforms by using visual in-
puts to security based face matching 
techniques, as well as language and 
reasoning, where event prediction 
can take place.

Through their most recent prod-
uct, DL Studio (Deep Learning), 
developers can build deep neural 
nets and scale it to large data. For 
instance within IoT, which can 
generate a huge amount of data on 
specific equipment, it can become 
complicated to use this vast amount 
of information and make predic-
tions about the performance 
and health of equipment. 
“Simply put, through DL 
Studio’s use on IoT, it can 
make the machine more 
self aware and assist 
humans in making a con-
clusion, specifically by 
answering questions like 
what is the life time span of 
the equipment, when 
can it fail and 
ot her such 
q u e s t i o n s 
that the deep 
learning al-

gorithm can help provide solutions 
too,” says Sankarapu.

In simpler cases like security, 
when it comes to face-matching, DL 
Studio can identify an individual 
along with facial aging effects and 
the precise age of the person. 

Other simple use cases include ob-
ject segmentation, identifying the 
various objects in an environment 
and making the system aware and 
react to those specific objects, this 
can be used for more complex sys-
tems like drones.

In terms of security, international 
counterparts in the United States 
and Japan are focusing on creat-
ing face-recognition systems that 
could distinguish between people 
or track human behaviour. IPsoft-
founded by Chetan Dube is another 

company that looks at optimising 
information technology and 

business processes using 
autonomic and cognitive 
technologies, enabling 
engineers to automate 
routine tasks. “In terms 

of an artificial intelligence 
startup providing their sys-

tem to developers to create 
assistants within any pro-

fession they could be the first, 
however it’s still early 

stages,” he adds. 
Google, Amazon 

and Walmart 
are other big 

names that have in-house labs work-
ing on similar technologies.

The most likely popular use case 
for Arya.ai’s system is as a research 
companion’s assistant within sci-
ence, medicine and technology. For 
instance, a cancer medical research-
er or a doctor asking a fairly complex 
question like “Which is a better test 
for colon cancer?” will get an imme-
diate response from the artificial 
intelligence system, offering the 
doctor the options: “You could use a 
sigmoidoscopy, a fecal occult blood 
test or colonoscopy.”

 According to Devi Shetty, founder 
of Narayana Hrudayalaya, artifi-
cial intelligence software systems 
will be carrying out even diagnosis 
within the next five years in India’s 
healthcare sector. He says: “Over the 
next 10 years, it will become manda-
tory to get a second opinion from a 
intelligent system before starting 
treatment.”

By August, Arya.ai hopes to make 
a public launch of its services and 
provide its artificial intelligence 
system to create assistants in any 
profession. 

The startup, which is focusing on 
automation, assistance and man-
agement for artificial intelligence 
systems, expects to get traction in 
areas like construction handling, 
banking security, diagnostic solu-
tions in medicine and medicine 
manufacturing.

UrDoorstep Bags 
Bridge Round

BENGALURU:Jupiter 
Capital-backed 
online hypermarket 
Urdoorstep.com has 
raised a bridge round 
of ̀ 3 crore from CP 
Murali, former presi-
dent and chief operat-
ing officer of telecom 
software-maker 
Aricent Technologies.

The company incor-
porated in October, 

2015, plans to cover 92 pincodes for Bengaluru city over the 
coming two months and aims to have a pan-India presence in 
the next six months.

“We make gross margins of 17-18% across categories and 
try to deliver our private labels processed just-in-time. For 
food and essentials, digital channel is a game-changer,” says 
Dinesh Malpani, founder of UrDoorstep.com who was previ-
ously associated with Mahindra Retail. The startup sources 
fresh produce from a network of 9,000 farmers it works with 
and claims to have average ticket size of ̀ 1,200 per transac-
tion. The inventory based model followed by the company is 
serviced by its mother warehouse and it competes in a space 
which counts players like BigBasket and Grofers in it.

The company had raised $4 million from Rajeev 
Chandrashekhar-backed Jupiter Capital in 2015 and plans to 
raise a Series A round ahead of its nation-wide expansion.

We have
noticed that the 
demographic of 
customers who 
shop online is 
younger and 

brighter colours that look 
better on the screen do
well online
SIDDHARTH BINDRA
Managing Director, Biba Apparels

We want to be 
available to our 
customers at 
each and every 
digital touch-
point that our 

customer is exposed to, be 
it marketplaces, hyperlocals, 
search engines or 

aggregators
MANEESH MITTAL
Head of Ecommerce,

Infi niti Retail 

Online brand 
stores vs online 
marketplaces – 

for buyers

As retail brands increasingly strengthen their online foothold, technology companies are helping them build seamless experiences
for consumers. Shadma Shaikh and Payal Ganguly figure out how the transition works

Deal Corner

ONLINE STORES

Buyers get the 
same shopping 
experience on 
online brand stores 
as at exclusive 
brand outlets such 
as a Lee or a Bata 
store, and can use 
loyalty points

On exclusive 
online stores, 
shoppers can 
access a brand’s 
latest products 
as compared to 
what they can 
fi nd on online 
marketplaces. 
They also get an 
extensive selection

At online stores, 
shoppers familiar 
with their brands 
can be sure of 
what they are 
buying in terms 
of quality, size 
and fi t. This also 
minimizes the 
problem of product 
returns

MARKETPLACES

Online marketplaces 
are easier to access 
on mobile phones as 
well, whereas most 
brands tend to have 
only a web presence

Buyers have choices 
of multiples brands 
and categories on 
online marketplaces 
so they can compare 
and buy

Almost always, online 
marketplaces have 
discounts running, 
which you don’t get 
on exclusive brand 
stores

Customer-profi ling 
based on analytics

Buyer-specifi c data 
crunching allows 
brands to push 
relevant offers 
when customers 
show intent of 
purchase

Re-targeting 
and marketing 

technology 
addresses issues of 
abandoned carts 
on online store

Analytics allow 
for better 
management of 
online inventory 
with insight into 
who is buying and 
where the 
demand is

Why brands need to be online

Online stores 
help brands 
minimize loss 
of sale due 
to inventory 
limitations 
at physical 
outlets, closing 
the loop

Online stores
allow brands to  
target products 
to customers 
so they can, 
say, co-relate 
customer data 
and shape of-
fers on the fl y

Online pres-
ence helps 
brands target 
younger audi-
ences—relevant 
to fashion, 
accessories 
and other 
categories

Brands get 
better con-
trol over 
pricing and 
presenta-
tion on 
their 
online 
stores

Having an online store helps brands be present 
across various sales channels—physical outlets to 
digital stores—and be more accessible to customers

Key technology 
used for online 

brand stores

A merchant or 
store owner in 
the offl ine world 
wouldn’t know if 
someone is look-
ing for or search-

ing for his products. But 
with analytics such as track-
ing browsing behaviour, it is 
easier to fi nd customers on-
line and target them with 
personalised products
ATUL JALAN
CEO, Manthan Systems

Algo for AI is This Startup’s Code

ILLUSTRATIONS: 
ANIRBAN BORA

GRAPHIC:
YOGEESH MH

Hot Startup

Arya.ai

NEVER TOO LATE

Retail brands 
are hiring 
analytics 

startups to build
end-to-end online 
store experience

The top ques-
tions brands 
want their ecom-
merce portals to 
answer are: Who 
is my customer, 

how to bring back the cus-
tomer for repeat transac-
tions, and the reasons for 
drop-offs
ANEESH REDDY
CEO, Capillary Technologies
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