Unit 7 – Fashion retailing


Harvey Nichols is a luxury lifestyle store that is renowned for its exclusive merchandise. It sells the most prestigious international fashion brands. The company has its origins in Knightsbridge, London when a Benjamin Harvey opened a linen store in 1813. Following his death in 1820 his daughter went into partnership with Colonel Nichols to sell oriental carpets, silks and luxury goods. In the past, it has been a private company, owned by Debenhams and The Burton Group, been listed on the Stock Exchange before returning to private control in 2003. The company opened its first store outside London in 1996 in Leeds. It has since opened stores in Birmingham, Manchester, Edinburgh, Dublin and Riyadh. There are plans to open stores in Hong Kong and Dubai.

Womenswear

‘Womenswear’ 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 one size 8, two x 10, two x 12 and one x 14.  The stock ordered may not all be delivered at the same time so staff will only display two or three examples of each item 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 is either not popular or not exclusive. To ensure a quick turnover the store does not keep a lot of stock. Items on this floor may be priced up to £4000 each. As the second floor contains exclusive special pieces the company prefers customers not to handle the goods excessively. 

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. The target customer is younger and the aim is to be more fun. 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 each. 

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 not have to take this advice she takes that into account 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 sell 60-90% 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. 

The womenswear manager occasionally accompanies buyers, based in London when they visit designers’ showrooms in for example Milan. She can use her influence to buy the best pieces to sell in the Leeds store. She has a great understanding of what will sell well in Leeds and she is also aware of the sales trends in other stores. Each of the fashion houses has 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, which raises 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.

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 three 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.

Menswear

In the Leeds Harvey Nichols store menswear is situated on the third floor. The floor is set out in three sections: suits, casual and formal. The store promotes itself on selling exclusivity and stocks the prominent names in designer wear including: Prada, Gucci, Paul Smith and Armani. Although the London store will stock less well-known names and items from new designers the Leeds store concentrates on well-known brands. Managers have found that their customers prefer to buy brands that they recognise, know and have confidence in. Armani is especially popular in the store although Gucci is particularly popular in the Leisurewear section, where there is a high turnover of goods. 

The menswear department is the smallest of all the company’s branches but sales compare well against other stores and although the menswear department, at the Leeds store, is half the size of the womenswear department it sells more clothes and the departments take a similar amount of money. 
 
Customer service is extremely important to the department manager. Staff need to know how to approach customers and what to say and do. Assistants are often serving influential multi-millionaires and it is vital that they keep the customer happy so that he will come again. An important aspect of customer service is to keep the customer’s wife or partner happy because if she doesn’t like a particular item the man will not buy it. Therefore assistants often use the time, while the man is changing into an item, to talk to his wife/partner about how good the garment will look.  

 
The menswear manager is responsible for the way his department looks. He is not told where to place the merchandise and so can do as he wishes to encourage sales. The fixtures in the store are not very flexible so this can make displaying garments difficult. The manager encourages his staff to be creative when displaying items.
 
The department manager is closely involved in selecting the goods to be sold at the store. He occasionally visits the designers’ headquarters in Italy and also can look at photographs on the computer to see what is available. As he knows what will sell well at his he can then choose which items he wishes the Leeds store to stock. He is very aware that the more outlandish fashions will not sell in Leeds as his customers prefer the well-known brands. 

The majority of men shop in a different way to women, who will shop for pleasure, to look good and be fashionable. Men generally shop out of necessity or because the weather has changed. For example, on the one cool day during a spell of good weather in the summer Harvey Nichols sold 6 coats because men responded to the immediate cold climate. As a result of this there is less change in stock in menswear as compared to womenswear. In womenswear the goods have shelf life of one season (Spring/Summer, Autumn/Winter) but in the menswear department there are only slight changes in fashion such as double-breasted / single-breasted suits so on the whole the store stocks similar goods each year. Some suits are on permanent order because they are perennial favourites. 

Sales offers in menswear are different to womenswear where there are often drastic reductions in prices. The autumn/winter range comes into store during August and the spring/summer range will be sold from January onwards.  In womenswear this often means reducing the previous seasons stock to make room for the new season. However men often still want to buy jumpers in January when the weather is cold and therefore the manager has to be selective when deciding what is reduced. The store will not sell goods at a reduced price when there is still demand to sell them at full price. 
 
There is a huge business in accessories in the menswear department, particularly watches. Young men, who shop at Harvey Nichols, often aspire to be dressed in a similar way to iconic figures, such as David Beckham, and want to wear similar items, such as watches and jewellery, to be fashionable.
 
 
1. You are a designer with a new collection to sell to major fashion houses. How would you prepare a campaign to interest buyers and the general public in your range?

2. You are the manager of menswear use a number of methods to research the current fashion trends and put together a shopping list for your store.

Think about your target audience and how you might make them aware of your new range

3. You are the manager of  womenswear, use a number of methods to research the current fashion trends and put together a shopping list for your store.

Think about your target audience and how you might make them aware of your new range

