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looking good
Retailers are luring customers to the high street with a new wave of visual 

merchandising tricks designed for a digital generation, says Rachael Taylor

Picture caption

F
ootfall on British high streets 
is in freefall while online 
sales continue to rise, so it’s 
little surprise that jewellery 

retailers are turning to the internet for 
inspiration on how to lure consumers 
back to bricks and mortar with clever 
visual merchandising strategies 
that mimic the best of digital.

“Our brief was simply to create 
something Instagrammable,” says Lloyd 
Blakey, creative director of Innovare 
Design, a retail design consultancy 
that has worked with jewellery retailers 
including Hugh Rice, Green + Benz and 
TH Baker. Th e client Blakey is referring to, 
however, is a gin brand called Sipsmith. 
It was a simple brief, and one that 
perfectly captures one of the key drivers 
of footfall today – shareable experiences.

Th e solution for this particular 
request was to install what Blakey refers 
to as a “tasting wall” in the west London 
distillery, an installation that charts the 
process of gin making. “It became a 
natural place to take a photo,” he says. 
“People gravitate towards it. Th ere is 
that element of curiosity and intrigue.”

Building photo ops into a store design is 
a direct reaction to the infl uence of social 
media. While these two elements of retail 
strategy might occupy diff erent columns 
in the budget, they can and should 
be interlinked. Th inking about what 
customers’ camera phones will be drawn 
to in a store can have a huge impact on 
natural peer-to-peer marketing, with 

photos uploaded and shared, hopefully 
with the store or location tagged.

Creating these Instagram moments 
doesn’t require a full overhaul and 
expensive shop fi t, according to 
Blakey. Less expensive, but equally 
likeable solutions could be a colourful 
fl oral arrangement, quirky statue or 
a fl amboyant window display.

Windows, of course, can be a touchy 
subject for jewellers, and retailers tend to 
fall neatly into one of two camps: those 
who want to stick with tradition and stuff  
as much product in there as possible, 
and those who prefer a more minimalist 
window in the style of a fashion store.

Innovare Design recently engaged 
in this tussle with a client, Hugh Rice 
Jewellers in Beverley. “Th ey had to be 
persuaded,” says Blakey, who most 
defi nitely falls into the latter window 
camp. What they did, however, was reach 
a compromise between Blakey’s modern 
vision and Hugh Rice’s leaning towards 
tradition. “In the window display, we 
created individual cabinets that had 
space to see through the middle of them, 
but on the reverse of the cabinet there 
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feel more comfortable 
when they can see 
into stores”
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was another display, so you had two 
thirds of the product visible from the 
outside and one third inside,” explains 
Blakey. “Th en, from the inside, you’re 
not faced with a wall of doors. It makes 
the window part of the shop. It doesn’t 
have to be just about a shop window 
outside and desks inside. Get that light 
in and allow customers to see inside; it 
makes customers feel more comfortable 
when they can see into stores.”

For those who embrace the less-is-
more mantra of window dressing, it too 
is undergoing a reboot thanks to digital 
infl uences. “Th e window has always 
been a great asset to a retailer, although 
the window is evolving,” says Robyn 
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Novak, vice president of design agency 
FRCH Design Worldwide, which has 
worked in the past with Tiffany & Co. “A 
digital window is what shoppers many 
times see first online, versus a classic 
window at the store. Both are important 
and how might they work together?”

Perhaps the best way to answer 
this question is with another: does the 
store reflect the home page? While it 
might seem topsy-turvy to approach 
visual merchandising by first looking at 
online, this is exactly what customers 
do. According to a new report released 
by PwC this year, Total Retail Survey 
2017, 43% of shoppers prefer to search 
for jewellery and watches online, yet the 
majority (49%) will still buy in-store.

“Omnichannel is really impacting 
how stores are laid out,” says Innovare 
Design client services director Rebecca 
Sharman. “If you’ve got a particular 
range you are pushing online, you have 
to think about how you are doing it 
in-store. If shoppers come to a store to 
find the product they’ve seen online, 
they don’t want to get frustrated 
looking at a window of other stuff. It 
should be a very joined-up process.”

After researching online, when shoppers 
turn up at the store, they might not be 
interested in the full sales pitch. This is 
something that Thomas Sabo has taken 
into consideration, and it has adjusted 
its visual merchandising strategy to 
cater to these quick-fix shoppers. “One 
of our new initiatives is self-service 
units, something we’ve taken from 
travel retail,” says Nick Callegari, UK 
wholesale director at Thomas Sabo 
and Watches of Switzerland alumnus. 
“The jewellery is already packaged 
and you can take it straight to the till 
point. It’s another silent salesperson, 
and a way to entice a different 
shopper who doesn’t want service.”

The other side to Thomas Sabo’s retail 
strategy is the complete opposite of a 
“silent salesperson”; it’s loud, flashy and 
all about creating an immersive brand 
experience. As well as selling through 
its own standalone stores, Thomas Sabo 
has a network of independent stockists 

and a new visual merchandising strategy 
launched in July with one of these 
partners aims to provide shoppers with 
the best of both worlds. It can be found 
at Preston retail jeweller Peter Jackson, 
where a shop unit next to the original 
store was taken over and converted into a 
Thomas Sabo boutique that is connected 
internally to the main store, allowing 
for freedom of movement between the 
two environments. “Before, we had a 
relatively small space within the Peter 
Jackson store and a window spot; now, 
we have a 350sq ft [32.5sq m] Thomas 
Sabo store where shoppers can be fully 
immersed in the brand and story,” says 
Callegari, adding that initial sales figures 
from the venture have been encouraging. 
“We’ve had a number of retail partners 
approach us on the back of this, and if the 
right locations come up, we will engage 
in conversations with other partners.”

For retailers not fortuitous enough to 
shed a next-door neighbour, Callegari 
is pushing the idea of experiential retail 
as a way to get shoppers through the 
door. “Footfall is challenging at the 
moment and we’re working with our 
partners to engage shoppers,” he says. 
“It’s not just about selling in anymore, 

it’s about how you drive sell out.”
According to the British Retail 

Consortium’s most recent figures (at the 
time of going to press), total retail sales 
in the UK were up 2.3% year on year in 
September while nonfood online sales 
increased 10.7%. Total footfall during 
the same period, however, dropped 1.2% 
and it is town centres that are being hit 
hardest. High street footfall dropped 2.2% 
and shopping malls 1%, while visitor 
numbers at retail parks increased 1.1%.

“The days of just having a jewellery 
store and hoping people will walk in and 
buy are over,” continues Callegari. Ideas 
he has on how to encourage footfall 
lean towards the experiential – piercing 
parties or visiting local tattoo artists. This 
concept of creating excitement around 
the store, not just the product, is one 
that Novak also believes retailers should 
consider. “Jewellery brands could take 
a hint from how fashion brands operate 
with their multi-tiered advertising and 
press relations, fun capsule collections 
that drive influencer media content and 
buzz in an industry that just can’t seem to 
get enough,” she says. “In addition to the 
expected glass case arrangement, how can 
the design and the merchandising engage 
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and appeal to shoppers, and be one that 
seamlessly flows in an environment that 
transports shoppers to fantastical places 
that challenge their imaginations?”

A captivating element of the diverting 
online world that is threatening to bleed 
the UK’s high streets dry of shoppers, 
is its propensity for change. Users are 
constantly scrolling, seeking out new 
content, information and excitement. 
This can be hard to replicate in stores 
with fixed furniture and expensive 
décor, but digital screens could offer 
a way to give shoppers that visual fix 
they are so used to getting online.

MCS, an audio visual integration 
company, has been making moves 
into the jewellery retail sector. As well 
as providing the digital signage for 
trade show IJL, it has worked with 
Brighton retailer Pressleys to install 
giant digital screens within its store 
that can play a carousel of brand 
images or videos that can be left on 
loop or synchronised to a store event, 
seasonal theme or product launch.

“Dynamic digital signage solutions 
can significantly enhance the customer 
retail experience,” says MCS managing 

director Marc Hatton, who reels off a long 
list of benefits to using digital screens. 
These include: increased footfall and 
dwell times; saving money and time 
when it comes to replacing point-of-sale 
material; and the ability to broadcast 
up-to-date information that can be 
delivered to multiple stores in minutes.

Pressleys bought into the sales 
pitch, which has also worked on luxury 
carmakers Rolls-Royce, Porsche, BMW 
and Ferrari in the past. The go-ahead was 
given to install screens in the store – a 
75in 4K screen positioned immediately 
opposite the entrance, designed to lure 
in passersby with engaging content, 
as well as two further ‘paper thin’ (the 
width measures 2.8mm) 55in displays 
within the interior of the store.

“It is simply a fantastic improvement 
on what, in the 21st century, are outdated 
ways of promoting products, and we are 
proud to be at the forefront of challenging 
this,” says Pressleys managing director 
Jonathan Pressley. “We care passionately 

about our customers’ in-store experience 
and so positive has been the effect 
that we will continue to digitise 
other elements of our promotional 
campaign across all three stores.”

While using tech for tech’s sake is 
something Blakey warns against, he says 
it can form a powerful part of the visual 
merchandising story when used correctly. 
He gives the example of his client Clogau’s 
use of iPads in stores to run its Clogau 
Compose wedding ring concept, which 
allows shoppers to virtually build their 
own rings from a list of customisable 
options. While this can be done by the 
customer at home, it becomes a different 
experience when they are guided through 
it by a salesperson in a considered seating 
area installed just for this purpose.

Clogau is one of several British 
jewellers opening a new store soon. 
It will cut the ribbon on its seventh 
UK store in Flintshire, north Wales, 
at the end of the year. Meanwhile, in 
September, Laings opened the doors 
to a new £1m store in Southampton’s 
Westquay Shopping Centre, the 
previously etail-only jewellery brand 
Salt & Silver made its first foray onto the 
high street with a store in Cleethorpes, 
and Beaverbrooks opened two stores in 
a single day in Bracknell and Guildford.

This flush of offline openings is a 
klaxon of a confidence in the traditional 
high street jewellery shopper, and 
despite the gloomy footfall reports, 
consumers want to spend time in 
stores; they just need retailers willing 
to gently wean them off smartphones 
with visual merchandising tricks 
rebooted for a digital generation. l
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