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BRITISH BRANDS OVERSEAS



New frontiers
The popularity of British brands overseas doesn’t show any sign of waning, as jewellery exports 
boom. Rachael Taylor looks at the fastest-growing global markets for UK jewellery and watches

(Clockwise from top left) 
Alexandre Meerson, 
Niquesa, Sarah Ho, 
Annoushka, Astrid & 
Miyu, Yoko London and 
Stephen Webster have 
presences in, variously, 
the US, Australia, 
China and Russia

W 
ith a rich heritage and 
an unrivalled reputation 
as a tastemaker, 
British products are in 

demand across the globe, with jewellery 
being the UK’s third-largest exported 
good, according to HMRC. But with 
worldwide consumer buying patterns 
in flux and the emergence of new 
global spending powers, which markets 
should British jewellers be targeting?

According to the Office for National 
Statistics, the US is the UK’s largest 
export market after the European Union, 
accounting for about 19% of all exports. 
With similar tastes but greater spending 
power, it has been a keen hunting 
ground for British jewellers for decades, 

and many have found favour there.
After receiving her first commission 

in the 1960s from Cartier in New York, 
veteran British jeweller Elizabeth 
Gage developed a somewhat NYLON 
existence at the very start of her career 
that has continued to this day, with 
bi-annual trunk shows in Houston and 
New York. Stephen Webster also started 
his career in the States, on the opposite 
coast in Santa Barbara, California. After 
winning the Editor’s Choice award at 
Las Vegas trade show Couture in 1999, 
he ordered the opening of a sales office 
in New York the same year, and this 
foresight, and a loyal clientele, have 
ensured that the US is the brand’s single 
biggest market nearly 20 years later.
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A Brit at the beginning of her 
Stateside journey is jewellery designer 
Tessa Packard, who has taken a less 
conventional route in by working with 
online marketplace 1stdibs. Although the 
site is better known for antique jewels 
listed by numerous dealers across the 
globe, as well as interiors and art, it also 
sells contemporary jewels from the likes 
of Alice Cicolini, Sabine Getty and Noor 
Fares. The store operates on a subscription 
basis, charging designers a monthly fee to 
be listed and then taking a commission 
on any sales made through the site.

“It’s not the cheapest thing in the world 
for an emerging business, but in terms of 
return on investment, it has been 100% 
worthwhile for us,” says Packard, who notes 
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(Clockwise from top) 
Wolf & Moon has 
taken off in France; 
Annoushka has a store 
in Hong Kong; Elizabeth 
Gage appears at shows 
in the US regularly

that, even with all the expenses, the final 
price she receives is higher than it would 
be selling through a third-party retailer.

Americans buy jewellery differently to 
Brits, says Packard – and it’s a difference 
she’s keen to cultivate. “It takes less for 
them to convert,” she says. “If they like 
it, they’ll spend; they’re more impulsive 
and there’s less of an apology for why 
they buy. It’s thrilling and refreshing. 
And if you can crack America and 
build a loyal following there, they will 
continue to return over and over again.”

Alexandre Meerson, a British bespoke 
watch brand based in Surrey, has indeed 
cracked America. Meerson’s is an export 
success story, selling up to 80% of its 
watches overseas, with the States being its 
biggest customer. Again, cutting out the 
middlemen has been its strategy, building 
brand awareness through social media, 
word of mouth, press coverage and by 
hosting local events in the States instead.

“Our customers are our best 
ambassadors,” says founder Alexandre 
Meerson, whose customer base is more 
than 50% female. “We feature profiles of 
our customers online every month. They 
are not traditional watch collectors, so 
they are not hiding. The bespoke nature 
of our products is what attracts people; 
these are people who would also buy 
bespoke cars, suits and dresses. What 
we do is a bit like haute couture.”

A newer market for Alexandre Meerson 
is China, and it is one that holds much 
potential for the right kind of British 
brands. Prime minister Theresa May 
recently described trading between China 
and the UK as being at “record levels”, 
with exports to China increasing 60% 
since 2010, and there is an increasing 
appetite for Western designs.

The first Chinese stop on most 
brands’ lists is expat haven Hong Kong. 
Annoushka Ducas, founder of jewellery 
brand Annoushka, opened a store there 
last year after strong sales to Chinese 
shoppers in London and through its 
website, which ships to 50 countries.

London-based jewellery designer 
Sarah Ho, who has Chinese roots, has 
also found success in this global shopping 
destination, as well as nearby Macau; so 
much so that she has changed her entire 
business model and now spends less 
time on UK sales. “We don’t wholesale 
anymore, and everything goes straight to 
the consumer,” says Ho. “We do a lot of 
business in Asia through private events in 
Hong Kong, Macau and Beijing, and we’re 
really focusing on that at the moment.”

The Sarah Ho brand also headed to 
the Middle East after Ho was invited 
by a local partner to show at the 
consumer-facing Doha Jewellery and 
Watches Exhibition at the beginning 
of February, alongside fellow British 
brands Rodney Rayner and Glenn Spiro.

Despite the introduction of 5% VAT to 
Dubai in January this year taking some of 
the shine off jewellery sales in the region, 
the Middle East is still a lucrative market. 
In Qatar, for example, UK exports in the 
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year to the end of October 2017 were up 
21.9%, while in 2016 precious stones and 
metals accounted for 21.9% of the £1.8bn 
flow of goods from the UK to Qatar, 
according to Gulf Times. “This increase 
highlights the strength of demand for 
UK goods in Qatar and underlines the 
world-leading quality of British products,” 
Baroness Rona Fairhead, a minister of 
state at the Department for International 
Trade, was quoted as saying. “What I 

Where are jewellery brands headed next?

“We would like to 
enter the US market  
in the near future.  
It is a vast and  
mature market, 
with a very different 
dynamic to the 
European market, 
which offers great 
opportunities for us.”
Steven Newey 
Niquesa

“We would like to 
push further into 
the US. We get a lot 
of enquiries, but 
courier costs can often 
be restrictive and 
there are increasing 
levels of regulation 
for jewellery 
and packaging, 
particularly in 
California.”
Simon Mitchell 
Wolf & Moon

“We are currently 
focusing on building 
a solid clientele in 
Hong Kong. The 
end goal is to grow 
recognition, but not 
to be everywhere. 
That is the biggest 
challenge in 
today’s world.”
Annoushka Ducas 
Annoushka

“The other area that 
perhaps resonates is 
the Far East – Hong 
Kong and Singapore. 
They tend to have 
relatively similar 
tastes and aesthetic. 
They appreciate 
the playful and 
the kooky, and 
are not afraid of 
experimentation.”
Tessa Packard 
Tessa Packard London

“China is on our 
radar. The multi-
brand, luxury 
jewellery store 
concept is quite new 
to China, so we are 
exploring options to 
enter the market.”
Kate Jarvis 
Stephen Webster

“Africa is a new 
frontier, where 
more and more 
wealthy people are 
discovering luxury.”
Michael Hakimian 
Yoko London

“Japan would be 
a great market for 
us. We are getting 
great wholesale 
interest from there 
at the moment.”
Connie Nam 
Astrid & Miyu


