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Bye bye 
brands…
…Hello in-house workshops and retailers’ own ranges. Rachael Taylor considers the 
waning power of fashion jewellery brands and looks at what is emerging in their place

Rox, Hamilton & Inches (above) and 
Mappin & Webb (below) have had 
success with their own collectionsT

he post-recession explosion of 
silver jewellery brands in the 
UK market came at a time when 
the industry sorely needed a 

boost. Soaring precious metals prices 
made gold – until then, the bread and 
butter of jewellery sales – unattainable for 
most, and the trade remained shrouded 
in a dusty, fuddy-duddy image. The 
entry of flashy, fashionable brands like 
Pandora was revolutionary and made 
jewellery relevant to a new audience. 
Yet all revolutions have a life cycle. After 
a dazzling peak, are we slipping closer 
to a trough as some retailers start to 
move away from jewellery brands?

“Five years ago, 70% of our business 
was jewellery, and 70% of that was 
branded jewellery, but [branded 
jewellery] has shrunk to an almost 
irrelevant amount now,” says Kyron 
Keogh, co-founder of Rox. The Glasgow-
based retailer still works with select 
jewellery brands – Thomas Sabo, 
Gucci and its latest signing Chopard, 
which Keogh says is selling well to 
a “young, fashionable crowd” – but 
five years ago, it started to develop its 
own brand, employing an in-house 
designer, and reduced its dependency 
on brands. Now, the majority of the 
jewels it stocks are sold in a Rox box.

A key message within the industry 
over the past couple of years has been 
the importance of building a retail brand 
that is stronger than the branded jewels 
sold within it. Independent retailers 
have invested in shop fits and branding 
that create a memorable identity with 
signature colours, such as the blue 
of Kings Hill Jewellery in St Albans, 
a retailer that has also moved away 
from brands to focus on its own Kings 
Hill Collections of fine jewellery.

Edinburgh luxury jeweller Hamilton 
& Inches, which stocks jewels from 
Stephen Webster, Fope and Georg 

Jensen, marked its 150th anniversary 
last year by launching the Signature 
Suite, designed and manufactured 
in-house, which chief executive Stephen 
Paterson described as “a showcase of 
our history and a celebration of this 
jewellery house’s vision for the future”. 

Mappin & Webb has also invested 
in collections under its own branding 
throughout the years, the latest being 
its MW Collection, set with diamonds 
bearing a signature 75-facet cushion 
cut. However, executive director 
Craig Bolton is keen to stress the 
importance that jewellery brands like 
Roberto Coin, Messika and Mikimoto 
play alongside its own collections.

Rox, which has stores in Glasgow, 
Edinburgh, Aberdeen, Newcastle and 
Leeds, was one of the first independents 
to make the break from relying heavily 
on jewellery brands, and Keogh believes 
this is a reflection of its early-adopter core 
shoppers. “Glasgow has an insatiable 
appetite for things that are hot, but if 

“In the last 
two years, 
we’ve really 
seen jewellery 
brands drop 
off the boil”
Kyron Keogh 
Rox
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it’s not hot, that’s it – it’s over,” he says. 
“The last two years, we’ve really seen 
[jewellery brands] drop off the boil.”

Another retail jeweller moving away from 
jewellery brands is Wongs in Liverpool. 
While Rox saw the development of its 
in-house jewellery brand as the next 
stage in the evolution of its business, 
for Wongs, the shift is a backwards one, 
returning it to its roots. “Our business 
has been going since 1979 and started 
as a workshop primarily, servicing retail 
jewellers up and down the country,” 
says managing director Peter Wong, 
who trained on the bench as a teenager. 
“The business was built on repairs, 
remodelling and bespoke orders.”

Then, in 2007, Wongs, like many other 
jewellers across the country, was wooed 
by the powerful entrance of Pandora 
into the market and the slew of brands 
that quickly followed, each proffering 
a lifeline to beleaguered traditional 
jewellers willing to embrace change. 
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“We went with the fl ow,” says Wong. 
“We took on brands that we thought 
would make money, and now we’ve come 
full circle. People have always known us 
for engagement rings rather than – for 
lack of a better word – fashion jewellery. 
As we’ve always made jewellery, people 
come to us for diamonds. Fashion 
jewellery is a bit of a distraction.”

Another jeweller looking to get back 
to its roots is Ainsworth Jewellers in 
Blackburn. “We will be looking to cut 
back on the branded jewellery lines we 
have in-store, and will only work with, 
among others, the likes of Trollbeads 
and House of Lor,” says director Philip 
Ainsworth. “We want to very much focus 
on customer service and making the 
customer feel special when they come in 
the shop. By off ering our own branded 
products, such as Ainsworth Silver and 
Gold ranges, we will create a unifi ed look.”

Stripping out years of investment 
in jewellery brands is not as easy as 
simply making a decision to do so. As 
Wong explains, this was a logistical 
hurdle he had to overcome. “We had 
a sale, but that was just the tip of the 
iceberg, so our store manager contacted 
TK Maxx and they took the lot,” says 
Wong, adding that the brands he was 
breaking away from were supportive 
of the move and the methods used to 
dissolve the stock. Th e fi ne jewellery 
now on sale at Wongs is a mix of designs 
made on-site and white-label jewellery.

For retailers keen to invest in the only 
kind of brand they can guarantee won’t 
pull the plug when monobrand stores 
become more important than retail 
partners, sourcing direct from factories 
overseas to build their own collections 

can off er a less expensive solution to 
running a workshop in-store. Th is can 
be a daunting process, however, which 
is why Graham Stock of Nathan & 
Stock is building a business as a middle 
man between British retailers and 
manufacturers in the Far East. “Dealing 
with Far East factories can be hard work,” 
admits Stock, who previously worked 
for Hot Diamonds and founded brand 
Lily & Lotty, as well as being a brand 
ambassador for Clogau. “I always say 
to people that working with Chinese 
factories is like kissing frogs – some will 
turn into a prince, but sadly a lot don’t.”

Stock has spent the past 15 years 
puckering up to “hundreds of factories”, 
and now has trusted sites in both China 
and Th ailand, where he can source silver 
and gold jewellery, as well as supporting 
point-of-sale material, packaging, 
cabinets and branded accessories. For 
the past decade, he has also employed 
a quality control team based in 
southern China to act as “a safety net”. 

Stock believes that as brands continue 
to lose the iron grip they once had on 
the independent retail jewellery market, 
more retailers will start to develop their 
own brands. “In the past, a brand and 
a retailer had a mutually benefi cial 
relationship, but now a lot of successful 
brands feel it is a privilege for retailers to 
be selected to sell their brand,” he says. 
“Th e brand will demand a large footage, 
both in window or fl oor space, and a 
fi nancial commitment, which can be 
very restrictive and crippling for a 
small multiple or independent. 
Launching their own brand 
releases them from these shackles 
and creates huge possibilities.”

Brands like Pandora and Th omas 
Sabo still hold enormous infl uence. Many 
retailers have come to rely on such brands 
for turnover, yet this needs to be put into 
perspective, argues Keogh. “If you invest 
£20,000 [in a brand] and turn it once that’s 
not a bad return,” he says. “You might 
then do £50,000 and it turns well and 
it’s eff ective, but you have to remember 
that it was doing £1m a few years ago.”

Th en there is the space it takes up 
in-store. As well as the volume of items 
needed to make a decent return, there 
is also the shop-in-shop furniture and 
window space demanded by brands. 

“Th e brands fi ll up the shop quite 
nicely but are of relatively no value,” says 
Wong, who claims the disappearance of 
jewellery brands from his store has had 
no impact on turnover. “If you had to 
do the same in platinum and diamond, 
you’d have considerably less stock. With 
an accountant’s head on, you’d realise 
that what you lay out in stock and what 
you get in return, it doesn’t make sense.”

As brands begin to lose power and 
consumers prize trust and quality over 
empty status symbols (a recent study by 
Cadent Consulting Group suggests that 

51% of millennials have no real 
preference between white-

label and branded products), 
jewellers that can get the 
branding and product mix 

right on an own-brand off er 
could be perfectly positioned to weather 
any potential change in regime. �
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with Chinese 
factories is like 
kissing frogs – 
some will turn 
into a prince, 
but sadly a 
lot don’t”
Graham Stock 
Nathan & Stock

(Clockwise from far left) 
Hamilton & Inches, Mappin & 
Webb pendant, Rox, Hamilton & 
Inches Signature Suite cuff
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