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The AI imperative for retail:  
what separates leaders from laggards

Retail leaders face intense pressure: razor-thin margins, Amazon and digital-
native brands elevating customer experience expectations, and customers 
demanding instant gratification with personalized service.

AI is already transforming retail operations, from reducing inventory carrying 
costs through better demand forecasting to increasing on-site conversion rates 
through personalized experiences. PwC reports that 88% of executives plan to 
increase AI investment in their teams this year, with 53% of industries increasing 
AI usage year-over-year.

Yet the path to AI transformation remains unclear for many retail leaders.

Technology stacks are fragmented across e-commerce platforms, point-of-sale 
systems, inventory management, CRM, and marketing automation. Seasonal 
demand volatility makes it difficult to predict ROI. Automation and the "human 
touch" in customer service sit in tension. And finding talent that understands 
both retail operations and AI capabilities remains challenging.

Working alongside retail leaders like Shopify, L'Oréal, and Lotte 
Homeshopping, Anthropic has developed a structured approach: 

1.	 Lay your foundation with stakeholder alignment and governance 

2.	 Launch strategic pilots designed for quick, impactful wins 

3.	 Scale what works while building organizational capability

This guide covers essential elements for transformation success each step of the 
way. After reading it, you'll:

•	 Learn how to identify high-impact use cases specific to retail—from customer 
service automation and content generation to demand forecasting and 
inventory optimization

•	 Discover how to structure pilots that demonstrate value quickly while building 
organizational capability

•	 Understand proven approaches for managing change, AI upskilling, and 
driving adoption across diverse teams
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Chapter 1

Step 1: Lay the foundation
Driving enterprise-wide AI transformation starts with proactive organizational 
groundwork. 

This section covers stakeholder alignment across merchandising, marketing, 
operations, and technology teams, plus governance frameworks for customer 
data privacy and brand standards.

Driving leadership and stakeholder alignment

Leaders must understand both opportunities and challenges. AI offers 
significant productivity gains, inventory efficiency improvements that reduce 
markdowns, personalized customer experiences that increase conversion and 
lifetime value, and operational efficiency across customer service and content 
creation. 

Challenges include technology integration complexity across fragmented 
systems, customer privacy considerations, maintaining brand voice and quality 
standards, and building AI capabilities in organizations without deep technical 
expertise.

Building a coalition across retail stakeholders

In retail, stakeholder alignment means securing support from:

•	 Executive leadership (Chief Executive Officer, Chief Financial Officer, Chief 
Operating Officer) who control resources and set strategic priorities

•	 Merchandising and product leadership (Chief Merchandising Officer, 
VP of Buying, Category Managers) who understand customer preferences, 
inventory dynamics, and margin targets 

•	 Marketing leadership (Chief Marketing Officer, VP of E-commerce, VP of 
Customer Experience) who drive customer acquisition, engagement, and 
loyalty

•	 Store operations leadership (VP of Stores, Regional Directors) who manage 
frontline teams and the physical retail experience

•	 Technology leadership (Chief Information Officer, Chief Technology 
Officer, Chief Digital Officer) who manage tech stack integration and digital 
capabilities

•	 Supply chain and logistics (VP of Supply Chain, VP of Distribution) who 
manage inventory flow and fulfillment

•	 Customer service leadership who handle customer inquiries across all 
channels

•	 Department heads in key pilot areas who can champion adoption within their 
teams

•	 Frontline staff (store associates, customer service representatives, category 
managers, digital marketers) who will ultimately determine whether AI tools 
succeed or fail

Technical solutions alone cannot drive transformation, people, processes, and 
workflows must evolve alongside technology.

Starting with deep listening

The most successful AI transformations begin with deep listening rather than 
technology evangelism. What are your teams' biggest frustrations? Where do 
manual processes slow time-to-market or create customer friction? Which 
processes feel broken? What keeps your merchandising team working nights 
during seasonal planning?
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Starting with these frustrations rather than leading with technology builds trust 
and ensures your AI strategy addresses real needs. When category managers see 
that AI initiatives target the manual spreadsheet work preventing them from 
strategic assortment planning, they become advocates. When customer service 
representatives see AI handling repetitive order status inquiries, they champion 
tools that let them focus on complex customer issues.

Addressing skepticism directly

Retail professionals have seen many technology initiatives that promised to 
make their lives easier but instead added burden and lost customer trust in the 
process:

•	 E-commerce platform migrations that disrupted sales during peak season

•	 "Omnichannel" systems that created more integration problems than solutions

•	 Personalization engines that recommended irrelevant products

•	 Inventory systems that showed phantom availability

•	 Marketing automation that generated off-brand content

This history creates legitimate skepticism. Address it by:

•	 Acknowledging past technology disappointments rather than ignoring them

•	 Committing to measuring actual impact on customer experience and sales, not 
just technical metrics

•	 Establishing clear mechanisms for employees to provide feedback and 
influence implementation

•	 Committing to sunset AI applications that don't deliver on their value 
proposition

•	 Emphasizing that AI enhances human creativity in merchandising and 
marketing rather than replacing it

•	 Demonstrating quick wins (30-60 days) rather than asking for multi-year faith

Assembling your AI steering committee

Successful change management begins with assembling a steering committee 
that represents critical business functions and decision-making authority. This 
group should include the CEO or another C-suite sponsor who can remove 
organizational obstacles, functional leaders who understand operational realities, 
technology executives who grasp implementation requirements, finance 
representatives who track ROI and manage budgets, and legal or compliance 
leaders who can establish governance frameworks.

Building AI implementation champions

Identify and empower change champions at every organizational level. These 
individuals should include respected managers who influence their peers, 
technical experts who understand both legacy systems and AI capabilities, 
early adopters enthusiastic about innovation, and skeptics whose questions 
reveal legitimate implementation concerns. Provide champions with additional 
training, direct access to leadership, and recognition that elevates their status 
while making their advocacy visible across the organization.

Establishing AI governance for retail

Retail AI governance must address privacy regulations and consumer protection 
standards while enabling rapid experimentation and innovation.

Customer data privacy and consent

Your governance framework should address customer data privacy (including 
regulations such as GDPR and CCPA/CPRA), brand safety, accessibility, and 
advertising standards. Work with your legal team to define requirements specific 
to your markets and jurisdictions.Maintain audit trails showing consent status 
when personalizing experiences
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Brand safety and content quality

AI-generated content (product descriptions, marketing, social media) should 
align with your brand voice, values, and quality standards.

Best practices:

•	 Establish approval workflows for customer-facing AI outputs

•	 Define brand voice guidelines and examples for AI training

•	 Monitor for off-brand content or messaging inconsistencies

•	 Implement quality scoring for AI-generated content

Accessibility requirements

ADA/WCAG compliance: AI chatbots, product recommendation interfaces, and 
voice assistants must work with screen readers, support keyboard navigation, 
and meet accessibility standards.

You should:

•	 Include accessibility testing in AI pilot phase, not as afterthought

Advertising and marketing standards

FTC requirements: AI-generated marketing claims must be accurate, 
endorsements must be disclosed, and sponsored content must be transparent.

You should:

•	 Include human review of AI-generated marketing content before publication

•	 Develop clear brand guidelines for AI to prevent inaccurate product claims or 
synthetic reviews

The importance of AI governance

AI governance is core to Anthropic's DNA. We were one of the first AI 
companies to achieve ISO 42001 certification for responsible AI. Resources for 
understanding AI safety and governance:

•	 Claude's Constitution - Details the principles guiding Claude's behavior

•	 Constitutional AI: Harmlessness from AI Feedback - Technical foundation 
for training AI systems with embedded values
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Chapter 2

Step 2: Launch a pilot
Successful pilots in retail deliver quick wins while building organizational 
capability and demonstrating clear ROI. Choose projects that showcase AI's 
versatility across functions, start with applications that minimize risk while 
maximizing learning, and create momentum for enterprise-wide adoption.

Choosing your strategic pilots

AI transformation in retail begins with carefully selected pilot projects aligned 
to both business objectives and customer experience priorities. Identify where 
AI delivers the greatest impact while minimizing risk to brand reputation and 
customer satisfaction.

Unlike some industries with long development cycles, retail demands fast 
results. And while consumer-facing AI experiences capture headlines, the 
fastest ROI often comes from operational workflows: demand forecasting, 
vendor management, compliance documentation, and inventory optimization. 
These "unglamorous" back-office use cases deliver measurable savings without 
customer-facing risk—building organizational capability and executive support 
before expanding to higher-visibility applications.

Here are three strategic pilot projects that deliver rapid value for retail 
organizations:

Demand forecasting and inventory optimization

Systems analyze sales patterns, seasonality, trends, and external factors to 
generate inventory recommendations: demand forecasting by SKU, store, and 
region; replenishment timing and quantities; markdown optimization; new 
product forecasting; and seasonal planning. Human buyers and planners review 
recommendations before action.

This pilot builds operational confidence because AI augments existing 
forecasting processes rather than replacing them, recommendations can be 
validated against historical performance, and implementation can start with a 
single category or region.

Value: Organizations reduce stockouts (capturing lost sales) and excess 
inventory (fewer markdowns) while improving forecast accuracy. Category 
managers shift from manual number-crunching to strategic assortment 
decisions. Better margins from higher full-price sell-through.

AI-powered customer service and support

Virtual assistants handle routine customer inquiries: order tracking and 
status, product information and sizing guidance, store locations and inventory 
availability, return policies and initiation, account management, and gift card 
inquiries. Complex issues route to human agents.

This pilot builds operational confidence because it handles informational queries 
without touching transactions, inventory, or pricing systems—and customers 
choose to engage rather than having channels replaced.

Value: Customer service teams reduce call volume for routine inquiries while 
providing 24/7 availability and instant responses. Representatives focus on 
complex, high-value interactions. Systems scale during Black Friday and holiday 
peaks without adding temporary headcount.

AI-powered content generation and marketing optimization

Systems generate and optimize content at scale: product descriptions for 
e-commerce catalogs, category landing pages optimized for SEO, email 
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marketing campaigns and subject line variations, social media posts, and product 
variant descriptions (every color/size combination). Human review occurs 
before publishing.

This pilot builds operational confidence because all content requires approval 
before going live, quality can be A/B tested against human baselines, and you 
can start with low-stakes categories before touching hero products or brand 
campaigns.

Value: Content teams produce descriptions at faster speed while maintaining 
consistent brand voice across thousands of SKUs. Creative resources shift from 
repetitive catalog work to strategic campaigns. Time-to-market accelerates for 
new product launches.

Aligning on clear success metrics

Before launching any pilot, establish concrete success metrics that stakeholders 
understand and accept. These metrics typically span multiple dimensions:

•	 Adoption metrics: Daily active users, feature utilization rates, session 
frequency across departments

•	 Efficiency measures: Time savings (product description writing, forecasting 
spreadsheets), productivity improvements (inquiries handled per hour)

•	 Quality metrics: 95% accuracy in product information, customer service satis-
faction matching or exceeding human agents, brand voice consistency ratings

•	 Customer impact metrics: Conversion rate improvements from better 
content, reduced cart abandonment from faster service, higher customer 
satisfaction scores, increased repeat purchase rates

•	 Revenue and margin impact: Sales lift from personalization, reduced 
markdowns from better inventory management, improved gross margins, 
increased average order value, higher customer lifetime value

•	 Satisfaction scores: Net Promoter Scores (NPS), task difficulty ratings, 
willingness to recommend tools to colleagues

Track these metrics weekly to catch issues early, review monthly to identify 
trends, and adjust your approach based on data rather than assumptions. This 
creates accountability while building confidence in your AI initiatives.

Showcase cross-functional potential

Design pilots that reveal possibilities beyond their immediate scope. When 
marketing sees merchandising's success with demand forecasting, they 
begin imagining campaign performance prediction and trend analysis. When 
e-commerce demonstrates chatbot efficiency, store operations imagine AI-
assisted clienteling tools and virtual stylists. When content teams showcase 
product description generation, visual merchandising envisions AI-assisted 
image tagging and search optimization.

Create structured opportunities for cross-functional learning that accelerate 
insight transfer across the organization, such as a monthly "AI Showcase" where 
pilot teams highlight their projects. These sessions should include:

•	 Live demonstrations of AI capabilities in customer interactions or 
merchandising processes

•	 Before-and-after comparisons of productivity or conversion metrics

•	 Open discussion about brand consistency, customer privacy, and quality 
control approaches discovered during implementation

Conduct pilot post-mortems

Once each pilot concludes, examine what unfolded and why.

Look at the quantitative results, but also gather qualitative insights: moments 
when users discovered unexpected benefits, friction points that emerged in 
practice, workarounds teams invented when the technology didn't quite fit their 
workflow.

On the technical side, probe system reliability, integration challenges, data 
quality surprises, and infrastructure needs that only became apparent under 
real-world conditions. Understanding user adoption requires detective work—
why did some teams embrace the technology while others quietly resisted? 
What practical barriers emerged?

Document these learnings systematically. They become the foundation for 
scaling successful pilots.

10



Chapter 3

Step 3:  
Scale impact

11



Chapter 3

 Step 3: Scale impact
Moving from successful pilots to enterprise-wide transformation requires 
structured training programs that build genuine AI capability, centers of 
excellence that include domain experts from merchandising, marketing, and 
operations, and governance that scales with adoption while maintaining brand 
consistency and customer privacy.

Transform pilots into a launchpad for AI upskilling

Scaling success requires developing deep AI capability across every role in your 
retail organization.

Different audiences need different learning journeys:

•	 Executive leadership (Chief Executive Officer, Chief Financial Officer, 
Chief Marketing Officer, Chief Operating Officer, Chief Merchandising 
Officer): Focus on strategic decision-making—evaluating AI vendors, 
understanding competitive implications, assessing ROI in retail-specific terms 
(conversion rates, customer lifetime value, inventory efficiency, operational 
cost reduction), and balancing innovation with brand integrity.

•	 Middle management (category managers, digital marketing leads, store 
directors, customer service managers): Bridge strategy and execution—
identify high-value use cases in their domains, drive adoption while 
maintaining quality standards, measure impact, and provide feedback to 
improve AI accuracy.

•	 Frontline teams (store associates, customer service reps, content 
creators): Master AI as a daily tool—using AI-powered product information 
and inventory lookup, partnering with chatbots to handle routine inquiries, 
generating on-brand content, and understanding when technology enhances 
versus replaces human judgment.

•	 Power users and champions: Deep technical training covering advanced 
features, prompt engineering techniques for retail use cases, and serving as 
resources for their colleagues.

Don't overlook the power of experiential learning. Hackathons inject energy 
into what could feel like mandatory training—when teams compete to solve 
real business problems using AI, learning happens organically. Peer mentorship 
programs pair experienced users with beginners, building skills while creating 
support networks. Certification programs validate competency and signal 
organizational commitment when tied to promotion decisions.

Pro-tip: Recognition matters. Celebrate certified users in internal com-
munications, provide them priority support access, and most importantly, 
consider certification status in promotion decisions. Nothing signals orga-
nizational commitment like tying advancement to AI proficiency.

Establish centers of excellence

Create specialized teams—or centers of excellence—dedicated to sustaining 
and expanding AI capabilities. These centers develop best practices for 
implementation across functions, ensuring consistent approaches and 
knowledge sharing, provide technical support and troubleshooting when users 
encounter challenges, and systematically experiment with new use cases.

Structure centers of excellence with clear accountability and cross-functional 
representation that prevents siloed thinking. Include technical architects who 
understand system integration and data flows, domain experts from each major 
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function who translate business needs into AI opportunities, and data scientists 
who optimize model performance and identify emerging capabilities.

Pro-tip: To facilitate additional upskilling, establish regular rotation 
programs that bring functional experts into the center for 3-6 month 
increments, building their AI expertise while ensuring the center stays 
connected to evolving business needs.
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Chapter 4

Building AI-first retail operations: real-world 
examples from Shopify, L'Oréal, and Lotte 
Homeshopping
Moving beyond isolated pilots into building AI-native operations requires 
reimagining entire workflows around AI capabilities rather than implementing 
point solutions. Organizations that achieve breakthrough results in one function 
use those wins to catalyze adoption across the enterprise.

The examples below showcase how retail and e-commerce organizations use 
Claude to transform operations across multiple functions simultaneously.

Merchant enablement and platform productivity: 
from setup to scale

Retail organizations achieve dramatic gains when they reimagine core workflows 
around AI capabilities. An e-commerce platform, a global beauty company, and a 
home shopping operator demonstrate how AI transforms operations.

Empowering millions of merchants worldwide: Shopify

Shopify, the global e-commerce platform powering millions of merchants, 
deployed Claude to transform how businesses build and grow online stores, 
democratizing expert guidance that was previously available only to enterprises 
with dedicated teams.

The challenge: helping every merchant succeed, regardless of experience

Running an online business requires expertise across marketing, analytics, 
inventory management, and customer engagement. Small merchants and first-

time entrepreneurs often lack the resources for dedicated specialists, creating 
barriers to their first sale and ongoing growth. Meanwhile, Shopify's internal teams 
needed faster ways to build tools without bottlenecking on engineering resources.

The solution: AI-powered merchant assistance and internal productivity

After evaluating multiple AI providers, Shopify selected Claude for its reasoning 
capabilities and the balance between latency and quality critical for real-time 
merchant interactions. Claude powers Sidekick, Shopify's AI assistant that 
provides conversational commerce guidance to merchants.

When a merchant asks a question in natural language, Claude translates 
complex requests into actionable insights, including converting questions into 
ShopifyQL queries that previously required technical expertise. The assistant 
guides new merchants through setup, helps optimize listings, and surfaces 
growth opportunities from business data.

Internally, Claude enables teams across Shopify to build their own tools without 
waiting for engineering support, democratizing development capabilities across 
the organization.

Results and impact:

•	 Merchants reach their first sales in days rather than weeks

•	 Analytics insights now accessible without technical expertise

•	 Employees building sophisticated internal applications in minutes across 
departments
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Enterprise analytics transformation: L'Oréal

L'Oréal, the world's largest cosmetics and beauty company operating in over 
150 countries with 37+ international brands, deployed Claude to transform how 
44,000 employees access and analyze business data, positioning the company as 
a Beauty Tech leader.

The challenge: democratizing data access across a global workforce

With operations spanning skincare, haircare, makeup, and fragrance across 
global markets, L'Oréal's teams needed sophisticated analysis for complex 
financial and analytical tasks. Traditional approaches required building custom 
dashboards for each ad-hoc question, creating bottlenecks that slowed decision-
making. The company needed AI capable of math, coding, and SQL generation 
while maintaining accuracy critical for building user trust.

The solution: multi-agent orchestration with Claude at the core

L'Oréal selected Claude through rigorous auto-evaluation testing that 
demonstrated superiority across multiple use cases, particularly for complex 
analytical tasks. Claude serves as the main orchestrator of 15+ specialized agents 
that work together to transform user questions into insights and visualizations.

When an employee asks a question in natural language, Claude coordinates 
with semantic API agents, data retrieval systems, and specialized agents for 
calculations, product master data, and geography master data. This architecture 
mitigates accuracy risks by routing specific query types to purpose-built agents 
while Claude manages the overall workflow and synthesizes results.

The system queries L'Oréal's Beauty Tech Data Platform in natural language 
while managing user identity and access controls.

Results and impact:

•	 99.9% accuracy on conversational analytics applications (up from 90%)

•	 44,000 monthly users generating 2.5 million messages per month

•	 15,000 daily unique users across the internal AI platform

Streamlining retail operations and partner relationships: Lotte 
Homeshopping

Lotte Homeshopping, a major Korean home shopping operator, deployed 
Claude to transform quality assurance processes and partner support, 
demonstrating how AI accelerates product launches while improving 
relationships across the supply chain.

The challenge: communication bottlenecks delaying product launches

Home shopping operations require rigorous quality assurance across thousands 
of products from diverse partner suppliers. Communication bottlenecks 
between QA teams and product partners delayed launch timelines, while 
time-consuming verification of test reports, documentation, and regulatory 
compliance requirements (including KC certification for the Korean market) 
created friction that slowed time-to-market.

The solution: 24/7 AI-powered partner support

Lotte Homeshopping deployed Moni, an AI assistant powered by Claude 
through Sendbird, to provide around-the-clock support for partner suppliers. 
The system handles QA inquiries, validates test documentation, guides partners 
through regulatory requirements, and provides consistent responses across all 
interactions.

Rather than waiting for business hours or navigating complex internal 
processes, partners receive immediate assistance on compliance questions 
and documentation requirements. The system's accuracy and judgment meet 
the rigorous standards QA demands while making enterprise-grade guidance 
accessible to partners of all sizes.

Results and impact:

•	 30-40% reduction in QA delays

•	 Reduced product launch timelines across categories

•	 24/7 partner support with increased satisfaction scores
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Chapter 5

Your retail AI roadmap starts today
Successful transformation begins with an accurate assessment of your current 

capabilities and a clear understanding of the path forward..

Organizational readiness assessment

Before embarking on your first pilots, conduct an honest evaluation of where 
your organization stands. Use this matrix to assess readiness across critical 
dimensions and determine your optimal transformation path:

Dimension Building foundation (1-2) Growing capability (3-4) Transformation ready (5-6) Your Score

Executive commitment AI viewed as IT project CEO interested; competing priorities CEO championing; multi-year 
commitment

--

Customer data infrastructure Fragmented across POS, e-commerce, 
loyalty; no unified view

CDP implemented; basic segmentation Real-time unified profiles; privacy 
controls automated

--

Omnichannel integration Channels operate independently Shared inventory visibility; some data 
flows

Seamless customer experience across 
all touchpoints

--

Merchandising and planning 
systems

Spreadsheet-driven; tribal knowledge Centralized planning tools; historical 
analytics

AI-augmented demand forecasting; 
automated replenishment

--

Peak season resilience Systems strain during holidays; manual 
scaling

Some cloud infrastructure; planned 
capacity

Auto-scaling; proven Black Friday/
Cyber Monday performance

--

Brand and content 
governance

No style guides; inconsistent voice Guidelines exist; manual review 
processes

Automated brand compliance; AI 
trained on voice

--

Vendor and partner 
ecosystem

Limited integrations; manual data 
exchange

Key partners connected; some API 
access

Open ecosystem; real-time supplier 
coordination

--

Store technology readiness Legacy POS; limited connectivity Modern POS; basic store analytics Connected stores; real-time inventory; 
associate tools

--
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Scoring guide:

32-48 points (High Readiness): Launch comprehensive transformation with 
parallel pilots across customer experience, merchandising, and operations.

16-31 points (Moderate Readiness): Begin with 2-3 strategic pilots in content 
generation or customer service while modernizing data infrastructure.

8-15 points (Building Readiness): Secure executive sponsorship and unify 
customer data before launching a single controlled pilot.

The vision: What AI-first retail looks like

Six months from now, your retail organization could look different. Picture 
customer service handling peak holiday volumes seamlessly without adding 
temporary staff. Category managers making buying decisions informed by 
AI-powered demand forecasts that account for thousands of variables. Or, 
marketing teams generating personalized content for hundreds of customer 
segments, with conversion rates improving from better-targeted messaging.

AI-first retailers deliver hyper-personalized shopping experiences that feel 
like having a personal stylist, even in mass-market contexts. They can identify 
trends before competitors, improving the odds of getting the right products to 
the right stores weeks earlier. They avoid the "out of stock" frustrations that drive 
customers to competitors. They deliver more consistent, high-quality service 
across every channel and touchpoint. And they make data-driven decisions in 
real-time, rather than relying on last week's reports.

The question isn't whether AI will transform retail. It's whether your organization 
will lead that transformation or follow competitors who moved first.

Ready to begin your AI transformation?

Be among the first retailers to partner with Anthropic in building the future of 
retail. Join organizations like Shopify, L'Oréal, and Lotte Homeshopping, who 
are already going from pilot to production with Claude.

Start your journey today:

•	 Contact Anthropic's Sales team to discuss your specific retail use 
cases and implementation strategy

•	 Access Claude through our API, web interface, or Claude for Work to 
begin piloting with your teams

•	 Review our enterprise documentation and safety guidelines at 
platform.claude.com/doc and our Trust Center

•	 Explore Claude Code to accelerate development of e-commerce 
features and integrations
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