Harvey Nichols


Harvey Nichols originates from 1813 when Benjamin Harvey opened a linen store in Knightsbridge in London. When he died in 1820 the company passed to his daughter with the condition that she went into partnership with Colonel Nichols to sell oriental carpets, silks and luxury goods. Since then it has been owned by Debenhams and the Burton Group. It was a stock exchange listed company for many years but is now a privately owned company again. The company has 7 stores. The Leeds store was opened in 1996 and was the first store to be opened by the company outside London. They have since opened stores in Birmingham, Manchester, Edinburgh, Dublin and Riyadh (Saudi Arabia). It is an exclusive store that concentrates on high quality, designer goods. The Leeds store’s ladies department sells clothing and accessories from fashion houses such as Gucci, Prada and Dolce & Gabbana. 

Each Harvey Nichols store will stock different designer goods depending on its customers and other factors. For example, In London the store does not stock Gucci and Prada because those companies have their own shops nearby in the Knightsbridge area. If a customer wants an item from one of the collections that is not stocked at Leeds but is at the Manchester store, for example, staff will do their best to obtain it for the customer. Store and department managers must be very commercially aware and they need to know what the trends are in Leeds, Yorkshire and the country as a whole.  They have a very keen interest in fashion and must have a wide knowledge of the designer fashion industry. They must also get to know their customers very well, they know the kind of lifestyle they have, who they socialise with, if they go to functions, if they dress up in the day or wear leisure clothes. This is important because then they know what style of clothes to buy from the designers. 

The ‘ladies wear’ manager periodically goes to the designers’ showrooms in Milan, so she can have some input into what the brands the buyers commit to. She will gain an understanding of what is selling well in other areas. Each of the fashion houses will have different collections comprising of hundreds of items. The manager may buy some items from the catwalk collection because some customers may see photographs of these designs in newspapers and on television and want to have the same. Many aspire to be like celebrities such as Victoria Beckham and Sienna Miller and would like to wear the same clothes, to raise their own self-esteem. Some new designers send in photographs of their clothes directly to Harvey Nichols but it is unusual for them to gain a contract unless they are known from having worked at the main fashion houses earlier in their career. 

 

The layout of the store is important. Cosmetics are situated at the front of the store for a number of reasons. As well as being colourful, the cosmetics look good and smell good. In addition it encourages impulse buys, as customers will often pop into the store to buy a lipstick and then, perhaps, buy something else from another department. 

 

‘Ladies wear’ is on the second and third floors of the Leeds store. The second floor is dedicated to luxury merchandising. Key pieces are placed close to escalators and staff change them, at the least, on a weekly basis although if a particular item is selling well it may be kept in a prime position. 

 

Sales assistants know their customers and what sizes they are so know what sizes are needed. For example, when buyers visit fashion houses they may order 1 size 8, 2 x 10, 2 x 12 and 1 x 14.  The stock ordered may not all be delivered at the same time so staff may only put 2 or 3 of each item out on the shop floor. This enhances the idea of exclusivity . If there were six items of a design on show then customers may not buy because it does not look as exclusive. To ensure a quick turnover the store does not keep a lot of stock. Items on this floor can be priced up to £4000. 

 

On the third floor there are more items on show and although still designer goods they are towards the lower end of the price range. There is a more relaxed atmosphere on this floor and work clothes, jeans, t-shirts and leisurewear is sold. Jeans are priced from £70 and the maximum price of an item on this floor is about £1000. The target customer of this floor is younger and the aim is to be more fun. 

 

The department layout is the retail manager’s responsibility. She may borrow items such as shoes and handbags from other areas of the store to complement her displays. She is not given any direction although some of the fashion houses do give ideas of how they would like their stock displayed. Although she does take advice she still needs to consider the commercial viability when setting out the floor. Some designers prefer that their goods are not placed next to certain other designers and she also takes this into account when setting out the display. The clothes they sell are tailored and individually made in workshops and although Harvey Nichols will make slight alterations to garments it will not undertake major restructuring because the dress, for example, will not look the same, as it should. 

 

Each department has a sales target to meet. This may be in terms of individual labels and as a department. Each designer label needs to achieve a sell out of at least 60% of the stock bought and the manager produces profile reports on their top customers and identifies who is buying which label. The manager monitors sales daily and compares the figures with the previous years’ sales on a day-to-day, week on week and month on month basis. 

Shopping trends have changed greatly in recent years and Sunday is now one of the busiest days of the week for the Leeds store. Saturday is good for menswear and the third floor. However the second floor is busier on Wednesday and Thursday. 

The company provides a personal shopper service to its customers. The individual assistants know their customers well. They have to be diplomatic and also know who has bought which designs recently because many customers attend the same functions and socialise together and it would not go down well if two of them were to wear the same dress at the same function. 

Items have a shelf life of one season (Spring/Summer, Autumn/Winter). Goods that are unsold are put in the sale at the end of the season. If the goods remain unsold they are stored in a warehouse to be distributed around all stores in the company at sale time. This will be done for a maximum of 3 seasons by which time the prices will either have reduced to such a low cost that the items will be sold or the goods will be disposed of. 

Harvey Nichols is an extremely media friendly company. It markets itself regionally and nationally. Fashion shows are held locally for customers and the company is keen to promote itself in the local press. The restaurant chef in the Leeds store is well known and often appears in the local press. 

