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PANDORA’S FUTURE
 INDUSTRY IMPACT 



With talk of declining sales and franchise partners selling their stores back to Pandora, what does 
the future hold for the once-unstoppable Danish jewellery giant? Rachael Taylor investigates

R
arely is a single brand 
charged with saving a whole 
industry, and while there 
are some who dispute just 

how large a role Pandora has played 
in the survival of jewellers in the post-
recession retail wasteland, none would 
dispute the infl uence it has had. From 
transforming family businesses to 
reinvigorating jewellery shopping with 
a playbook lifted from fashion, there is 
a clear watershed moment in British 
jewellery: before Pandora, and after it. But 
as growth softens and the Danish brand 
shifts away from the franchise model 
that has fuelled its expansion, is this 
the beginning of the end for Pandora?

Th e UK continues to be a major 
market for Pandora, contributing more 
than 5% of the brand’s total turnover. 
Last year, revenue in the UK rose 4% 
to DKK 2,809m (£330m), but that 
was – as the brand noted in its annual 
results – “mainly driven by a strong 
performance in the UK e-store as well as 
the acquisition of 23 franchise stores”. 

At the brand’s concept stores still 
controlled by independent retailers, 
sales have been less robust, with 
some reporting annual percentage 

declines in double-digit fi gures. At the 
same time, the cost of doing business 
with Pandora has increased.

When Pandora fi rst started to gather 
pace in the UK a decade ago, a scatter-gun 
approach to stockists was employed as 
the brand tussled with contenders such as 
Trollbeads, Chamilia and Links of London 
to become the leading bead brand. A 
heavy investment in marketing and blanket 
distribution won Pandora the crown, but 
as unexpected heights of Pandora fever 
gripped a consumer segment thirsty for 
innovation and big-brand magic at a high 
street level, the Danish brand started 
to take a more considered approach. 

Soon distribution became more 
selective, then pressure was applied for 
remaining partners to invest in pricey 
shop-in-shop concepts; this was followed 
by an even more expensive franchise 
programme, which had third-
party retailers silently running 
strings of concept stores.

Th ough it was a 
major investment, 
being a Pandora 
franchise partner was 
a golden ticket in the 
early years. Small family 
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businesses that had been bobbing along 
for generations soon found themselves 
rapidly expanding, with networks of 
high-turnover stores now under their 
command and never-before-seen levels 
of revenue. Fortunes were made.

However, continuing to ride the Pandora 
wave came at a cost. As well as shopfi ts, 
stock, marketing contributions, nationwide 
sales promotions that nipped margins 
(like the recent deep discounting rolled 
out at Easter, off ering up to 70% off ) and 
other mandatory contributions, there was 
also a fee attached to contract renewal. 

Th is had been, one former franchise 
partner claims, £100,000 every fi ve 
years, but on Valentine’s Day in 2017 an 
announcement was made that the new 
fee would be 25% of a store’s average 
turnover, a move designed to level the 
playing fi eld for partners but one that 
could have represented an increase 
for high-performing shops. “It was a 
real ‘I love you’,” quips one retailer.

However, Pandora managing 
director Brien Winther refutes the 
claims, saying: “Pandora has renewed 

a number of franchise agreements 
at the end of 2017 and 2018. Th e 

Charms from the new 
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(Above) a gold-
plated Pandora 
Shine necklace; 
(below) a campaign 
image from SS17

renewal fee attached to these franchises 
has not increased at all. We are using 
the renewal fee matrix that has been 
in place for a number of years.”

 With such rumours of cost hikes 
and Pandora’s publicly broadcast plans 
to increase the percentage of concept 
stores under its control from 35% 
worldwide in 2017 to 65% by 2020, some 
retailers considered the writing to be on 
the wall. As one put it bluntly: “There 
is no future for Pandora franchisees.” 
And so, 23 franchise stores previously 
run by independent retailers were 
sold back to Pandora last year, with 
more expected to follow this year.

Though the reduction in franchise 
partners is a global strategy at Pandora, 
many in the UK industry have linked 
the sudden severing of ties – or at least a 
suspected nudging out by way of high fees 
and lucrative buy-back deals (although 
retailers report that deals now being 
offered to remaining franchise partners 
are becoming steadily less lucrative) – 
to the arrival of UK managing director 
Winther at the beginning of last year.

The UK, along with Germany, has 
been targeted for a roll-out in the first 
half of 2018 of Pandora’s Retail Excellence 
programme, which focuses on “an 
evolution of the concept store format”, 
according to the brand. Owning more 
existing concept stores is a key stratagem, 
as it will give the brand greater control 

over the customer experience, as well as 
more cash by cutting out the middleman.

“This channel shift aims at increasing 
control over the brand image, enhancing 
in-store execution, improving commercial 
flexibility, and more importantly, it will 
facilitate the roll-out of the omnichannel 
platform,” says Anne-Laure Bismuth, 
an equity research analyst covering 
Pandora at HSBC. “The focus is really 
to improve the brand image, execution 
and momentum around the brand.”

Globally, Pandora opened 376 owned-
and-operated concept stores in 2017, 
taking its total to 974, which represents 
40% of the total Pandora concept store 
network. Pandora did not respond 
to requests for UK-specific targets for 
owned-and-operated concept stores, but 
Bismuth is confident the brand won’t 
wholly abandon third-party retail. 

“It is unlikely that Pandora will be 
100% owned retail at some point,” she 
says. “The group will need to keep 
wholesale, third-party points of sale. We 
foresee the share of owned retail as a 
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percentage of total sales to increase from 
45% in 2017 to 70% of group sales in 2022.”

What could hold Pandora back, 
Bismuth believes, is the virility of its new 
product launches. Though Pandora has 
successfully managed to achieve what 
investors feared might never happen 
and transcend beyond beads to become 
a comprehensive jewellery brand (it 
expects rings, earrings, necklaces and 
pendants to contribute 50% of revenue 
by 2020), the past two years have been 
marred by “a lack of newness”, by its own 
assessment. Or as chief executive Anders 
Colding Friis said in front of a room full 
of investors in Copenhagen at the start 
of this year: “We’ve had a hiccup in 
products in 2017. Our assortments have 
become too repetitive, so the consumers 
could not see a very big difference.”

Indeed, in 2017 new product launches 
drove just 43% of sales, compared to 
56% in 2015. Shoppers were simply not 
excited by the newness on offer, and so 
brand growth was negatively impacted.

A new design team and product 
development process were installed in 
the second half of 2016, but this didn’t 
bear fruit until the Valentine’s Day trading 
period this year. Initial consumer reactions 
to the new team have been positive, 
with an Instagram post of new season 
charms – a kiss emoji and crystal-studded 
lips – winning the brand’s highest social 
media engagement to date with more 
than 120,000 likes and 1,800 comments.

The other significant product launch 
this year is the introduction of Pandora 
Shine, a range of gold-plated jewels. 
Much investment has been made in 
consumer media promotion of this new 
offering, and while Pandora sees it as 
“addressing the €150bn (£110.5bn) gold 
market and making gold affordable”, 
some British retailers have expressed 
a lack of confidence in Shine, with one 
describing it as too “downmarket” for a 
luxury brand to offer gold plating. Official 
sales figures are yet to come through.

Pandora’s licensing deal with Disney, 
though not a new launch, rather an 
extension, launched in the US in 2014, is 
doing well. Within the first month of its 
EMEA launch last year, 375,000 Disney-
themed jewels were sold – with Minnie 
Mouse proving to be most popular, 
accounting for 50,000 of those sales. 

Yet the playful nature of these 
products does little to back up 2017’s Do 
campaign that targeted “bright, versatile 
and strong” women. Or as one retailer 
describes it: “the type of women who 
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(Top left) items from 
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range; (above left)
enamel rings; (top 
right) UK managing 
director Brien Winther; 
(below) Pandora Shine 
charms and ring

“There will be those 
that try to emulate this 
model but ultimately 
will not succeed”
Simon Forrester  
NAJ

don’t buy Pandora”. This sentiment was 
backed up by Pandora chief creative 
officer, Stephen Fairchild, who on the 
launch of Pandora Shine said: “We want 
to create a roadmap for new women 
to enter the Pandora universe.”

Regardless of whether retailers exiting 
the franchise now are getting out at the 
right time, or are giving up a power brand 
too easily, doing so will inevitably leave 
a painful gash in future projections.

For jewellers that enjoyed 
the Pandora phenomenon 
as a lucrative add-on to 
a core business robust 
enough to survive 
the split, the feeling 
is one of satisfaction: 
the going was good, 
the money is banked 
and now the party is over. 

For retailers that have built a business 
around the brand over the past decade, 
or neglected core businesses as the light 
burned that bit brighter with Pandora, 
the changing strategy is a bitter blow 
that has caused anger and resentment.

The question is, what will become 
of these latter businesses? Will we see 
retailers folding? “I would hope that 
this consolidation will allow new shops 
to spring up, and allow other brands to 
inhabit the space in existing independent 
stores,” says National Association of 
Jewellers (NAJ) chief executive Simon 
Forrester. “However, in reality, I think 
that it will result in further business 
closures and companies moving 
from bricks to clicks. I think we must 
acknowledge that some businesses 
became far too reliant on Pandora sales.”

Forrester believes the NAJ could be well 
positioned to help retailers transition out 
of Pandora and help promote a more 
diverse jewellery offer to end consumers 
(a popular topic of discussion at a recent 
Future Leaders summit it held to discuss 
the role of the NAJ going forward).

The organisation that has been most 
entrenched in the Pandora story in the UK 
is the Company of Master Jewellers (CMJ), 
one of the last buying groups in the world 
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to maintain an agreement with the brand.
In a statement, chairman Michael 

Aldridge stated that the supplier 
agreement between Pandora and the 
CMJ remained in place, and that “while 
we appreciate that all businesses adapt 
strategies to best align with their long-term 
commercial objectives, we also understand 
how this may impact upon the rest of the 
industry and, as such, we will continue 
to support our members throughout”.

As to the future of Pandora as a brand, 
it seems solid, if not imbued with the sort 
of stratospheric growth it once enjoyed. 
While the bead craze has softened – or 
as Wes Suter of Steffans Jewellers, a store 
that was initially at the forefront of the 
trend, says: “The only people who buy 
them now are men who don’t realise 
women have moved on,” – Pandora has 
successfully evolved into a jewellery brand, 
not just a bead brand. And it has a loyal 
customer base; though perhaps not the 
Chelsea set of its dreams, the brand has 
survived the onslaught of fake goods at 
car boot sales threatening to make it the 
Burberry check of the jewellery industry.

As to whether there is a challenger 
to the throne, ready to fill the gaps left at 
independent businesses, Forrester at the 
NAJ, along with many retailers, believes it is 
unlikely. “There will always be a market for 
good quality, affordable fashion jewellery,” 
says Forrester. “What Pandora offered was 
a disruptive model, and customers and 
jewellers alike welcomed that offering. 
There will be those that try to emulate this 
model but ultimately will not succeed – it 
will take a radically different structure to 
shake things up again.” So for now, it seems 
that Pandora will remain in pole position, 
just with a little less help from its friends. l
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