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A new world
It is hard to imagine what life will look 
like once the UK is out of lockdown, 
let alone how the pandemic will 
have changed the retail landscape. 
Siobhan Holt looks at what is ahead

O
On May 10, the government 
announced the fi rst steps on 
its roadmap for reopening 
businesses and companies 

across the UK, which includes how to get 
children back into schools and childcare, 
as well as allowing safe travel to work 
and safer working conditions within 
certain businesses. Non-essential retail, 
which includes jewellers, falls into the 
second phase of this roadmap and is 
not expected to reopen before June 1.

In addition, UK jewellery and watch 

trade body the National Association of 
Jewellers has also issued preliminary 
guidance on social distancing in jewellery 
stores (see naj.co.uk/coronavirus). Th ese 
social distancing guidelines will become 
part of business operations for the 
foreseeable future or until an antibody 
or vaccine for Covid-19 is produced. 
Scientists currently predict a vaccine will 
take at least a year to be manufactured. 

Going forward, then, how will high 
street retailers operate successfully while 
also protecting staff  and customers? How 
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will managers also protect the mental 
wellbeing of their employees? How has 
the lockdown and technology changed 
the retail landscape already? What are the 
future trends to consider? Retail Jeweller
looks at life after Covid-19, off ering insight 
and advice for high street independents. 

Make a protection plan 
We are now all au fait with washing 
our hands for more than 20 seconds 
and staying 2m apart to help prevent 
the spread of the virus. However, in a 



June 2020   Retail Jeweller   33 32   Retail Jeweller   June 2020

Ecommerce platform 
Shopify has seen new 
online store creations 
increase exponentially 
during lockdown
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customer service-focused sector like the 
jewellery and watch industry, introducing 
these strict social distancing measures 
is one of the biggest challenges. 

Giftware supplier Stephen 
Illingworth believes investing in the 
hygiene and safety of high street 
stores will be critical to the survival of 
retail businesses. Illingworth, who is 
director of product development and 
marketing for Widdop and Co, a home 
and giftware company that supplies to 
more than 3,500 independent retailers 
nationwide, says it is imperative that 
retailers act now, ahead of reopening, 
to prepare and off er security in store.  

A recent report by Nielsen, tracking 
Covid-19’s impact on retail, found that 
only 20% of people in the UK plan 
to return to stores immediately after 
lockdown, while 15% said they wouldn’t 
return to stores for at least three months. 
In addition, 77% of people surveyed 
think the Covid-19 crisis will not be 
over for four months or more, with 21% 
believing it will last longer than a year. 

According to data from PwC UK, 
initial indications from China, which has 
eased its lockdown, suggest that while 
some shoppers are already spending 
at pre-lockdown levels, others are 
holding back, whether for economic 
reasons or because of safety concerns. 

In order to appeal to those who 
are shopping, customer experience 
is going to be critical for UK retailers. 
As Illingworth explained in his recent 
Retail & Giftware Post Covid-19 business 
seminar: “Going forward, the benchmark 
for hygiene and safety in your store will 
be higher than ever… Creating a safe, 
comfortable shop environment that 
doesn’t further instigate fear but that 
invites more customers in is critical.” 

Many in the trade are following 
preliminary guidance already and have hit 
the ground running, as Gemma Murphy, 
partner at Jack Murphy Jewellers in Newry 
in Northern Ireland, explains. “We are 
spending this time researching how we 
can safely return to work. Th is will include 
the introduction of sanitisation stations, 
screens, and extra cleaning equipment – 
for example, UV sanitising tools for both 
our workstations and shop fl oor. It will 
further involve completing a return-to-
work risk assessment and action plan.

“We are also keeping in touch with 
our customers and have created a 
waiting list, so we can reach out and 
manage customer appointments once 
we reopen. Th is approach enables 
us to manage customer footfall and 

limit the number of customers in our 
showroom at any one time, so that 
social distancing can still take place.”

Another high street jeweller that has 
started planning is Leonard Dews, an 
independent in Blackpool, Lancashire. 
“We already off ered appointments to our 
customers [before lockdown], but we will 
now have to enforce this way of working,” 
says Gabrielle McNamara, general 
manager at Leonard Dews. “Th ankfully, 
in a luxury setting, appointments 
are not that unusual so we hope our 
customers will embrace this. We will 
have to limit the number of people in 
the shop at any one time, including 
our staff , so we need to look at how we 
work with each other. We are lucky to 
work with a small team and can spread 
out throughout our building to ensure 
a safe working environment for all.” 

Jonathan Hughes-Lewis, director 
of family-run independent Jonathan 
David Jewellers in Cardiff , is exploring 
the viability of his team working reduced 

hours. “Th e safety of our staff  and 
customers is obviously at the forefront 
of our minds, and we’ll be following all 
government guidance and in particular 
introducing a ‘one in one out’ policy. 
We’ll also be supplying all staff  with 
visors and masks to limit the spread 
of the virus,” he says. “In addition, we 
have plans to off er a collection and 
delivery service for customer repairs.”

Illingworth suggests retailers should 
“act now” to access free resources from 
specialist companies. “If you want a 
physical store, then unfortunately these 
costs are an essential requirement 
for the foreseeable future,” he says. 

He recommends companies such as 
Morplan that off er free downloadable 
PPE posters and signage that can help 
explain social distancing measures to 
customers as well as markings that can 
be placed on the fl oor to keep people 
apart. He advises retailers not only to look 
at the design of a shop but to consider 
the distance between parking spaces 
and checkout lines as well. He also 
recommends companies such as Seton 
and Purge 210, which sell hand sanitiser 
stations and specialist equipment. 

Going forward, all businesses will 
have to demonstrate that they are 
taking steps to off er a safe product and 
service at every stage. Retailers can 
use videos on social media channels 
and fl yers in their shipments to 
explain how jewellery and watches 
are picked, packed and dispatched in 
a hygienic fashion, says Illingworth.  

It’s not only hygiene that is a challenge 
for retailers, social distancing measures 
also introduce a new level of risk for 
jewellers. “Security is a major concern 
not only with the wearing of masks, but 
also the snatch risk that comes with 
a 2m distance, sneeze guards and the 
potential loss of any traceable DNA – eg 
fi ngerprints,” says Amy Mellor, head of 
sales and marketing at Mellor Jewellers.  

“While this is something that we’re 

“We will be introducing 
more team-focused 
initiatives to ensure 
our team feel safe and 
empowered at work”
Gabrielle McNamara Leonard Dews 
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yet to come to a decision on, we are 
considering measures such as ID 
scanning and photo entry. Security staff 
isn’t a route we would want to go down. 
However, it could become essential 
depending on how the economy pans 
out and if crime levels increase.” 

Prioritise staff wellbeing
Employees will be concerned about 
protecting themselves and their families 
from Covid-19, as well as customers.

“Giving employees information 
and support will offer reassurance,” 
says Daniel Darwin, a mental health 
consultant for security training 
provider StoneHawk. “Having clear 
policies and procedures will promote 
confidence and give the necessary 
guidance at all levels of the business.” 

Just as retailers have staff trained in 
first aid, each business should train a 
number of employees as ‘mental health 
first aiders’, suggests Darwin. “Create an 
open environment in the workplace and 
actively encourage employees to talk 
about their concerns, allowing support 
to be offered when needed and breaking 
stigmas related to mental illness,” he adds. 

At Leonard Dews’ store, McNamara 
also plans to launch schemes to support 
her staff. “We will be introducing more 
team-focused initiatives, concentrating 
on our values, to ensure our team feel safe 
and empowered at work,” she explains. 

Test new technology
Naturally, there has been a considerable 
rise in online transactions since the 
lockdown. In the UK, 600,000 people 
shopped online for groceries for the 
first time in March and 43.5% of all 
non-food spending was online.   

One possible effect of Covid-19 
is that it could accelerate the trend 
towards online shopping, making 
it more difficult for bricks-and-
mortar stores to regain custom. 

Paul Cuatrecasas, founder and 
chief executive of Aquaa Partners, 
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an investment banking firm that 
specialises in technology, media and 
telecoms (TMT), says that this is an 
opportunity for brands and retailers to 
completely redesign their whole model 
of what they deliver to a customer. 

Cuatrecasas believes resilient, 
“strategically nimble” retailers that 
have invested in online will weather the 
crisis better, citing Ocado and Amazon 
as the main winners so far during 
the pandemic. Jewellery behemoth 
Pandora, which kicked off a major global 
relaunch both in store and online last 
year, saw triple-digit online growth in 
April 2020 and Welsh jewellery brand 
Clogau also had a strong start to 2020. 

During the crisis, the latter company 
furloughed approximately 90% of its 
employees, but the business didn’t 
close. Instead, it focused on its web 
sales and supporting its retail partners 
through its Retailer Web Platform. 

“We have been very much focused 
on social media with regular posts and 

competitions to ensure we not only keep 
in touch with our Clogau customers but 
increase our followers. This has proved to 
be very successful. In fact we had a better 
March than last year and April is on track 
to follow suit,” explains Kevan Jenkinson, 
sales and operations manager at Clogau.

Businesses need to “survey the 
landscape” now, look at what they 
can do differently and plan ahead, 
says Cuatrecasas. He warns that 
further technological change will 
impact the retail sector, such as 5G 
mobile technology, which will “allow 
for proper virtual reality [VR] and 
augmented reality [AR] experiences.”  

AR and VR technology, along 
with drone deliveries and self-driving 
vehicles will be part of the new retail 
reality. “It is not 20 years away. It’s five 
to 10 years off,” warns Cuatrecasas. 
He says that independent businesses 
need to prepare for a different 
type of customer experience. 

“There’s absolutely no reason why a 
small independent retailer can’t deliver 
the same kind of online or app-based 
or live-stream type of experience that a 
very large brand can,” says Cuatrecasas. 
“That’s the thing about the internet 
– it really is the great leveller.”

During the lockdown, Jonathan David 
Jewellers used the time to introduce a 
video consultation option to its website 
as well as migrate onto a new POS system 
that will enable the jeweller to become 
an omnichannel business within a few 
clicks should a situation occur again. 

“The landscape has changed forever 
within our industry and now, more than 
ever, we will have to embrace technology 
in order to continue to operate well in the 
coming months,” says Hughes-Lewis. 

Murphy agrees that lockdown 
has given her time to reflect on the 
business journey. In lockdown, Jack 
Murphy Jewellers has used social 
media to interact with its customers, 
from its #MeettheMurphys series of 
60-second videos giving an insight 
into the family-run jeweller to virtual 
consultations and social media posts 
that acknowledge local key workers. 

“The restrictions put in place have 
made us think outside the box, forcing 
us to come up with new initiatives to 
support our team, our customers and our 
business as a whole,” explains Murphy.  

High street retailers have been 
forced to re-evaluate how they sell to 
consumers. In response, there has been 
a rise in entrepreneurs investing in 
multichannel, says Steve Milton, head of 

“We have been 
very much 
focused on 
social media 
with regular 
posts and 
competitions”
Kevan Jenkinson 
Clogau

“We have plans to offer  
a collection and delivery 
service for customer repairs”
Jonathan Hughes-Lewis 
Jonathan David Jewellers
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How will the supply chain look after lockdown?

The supplier’s view
Mark Milton, owner of 
Mark Milton Jewellery
“There are likely to be a number of 
business failures among retailers 

and the bad debts created will 
impact suppliers’ financial well-
being and their ability to extend 
payment. Our plan is to introduce 
our AW20 designs in July in time for 
the traditional start of the season. 

“As to whether retailers will be 
in position to buy, I certainly hope 
so. I imagine they will be cautious, 
keeping to lower stock levels and lower 
price points than in recent years.

“From past experience, it seems 
to be the case that the best organised 
[retailer] who commits themselves to 
new stock to make their stores exciting 
will fare best and attract whatever 
business there is to be had at the 
expense of those who play it safe and 
wait for the business to come to them.”

The retailer’s view 
Amy Mellor, head of sales and 
marketing at Mellor Jewellers 
“At the moment, we’ve put new 
collection orders on hold and this 
is still likely to be the case until we 
know a little more as to what the retail 
landscape is going to look like. 

“While we completely understand 
and are extremely mindful of the fact 
that suppliers also have bills to pay, 
goods on appro would certainly be a 
huge help to get us back on our feet, 
to ensure that we’re able to offer fresh 
lines and get sales moving again. 

“We think that long-term this is likely 
to be the most mutually beneficial. 
Certainly, longer or even split-payment 
terms would be a welcome alternative 

if appro isn’t a viable option. 
“If we do decide to buy pieces 

from AW collections, it’ll be a 
substantially smaller budget than 
our regular spend sadly.”

international PR and communications 
at ecommerce company Shopify. In 
March, Shopify saw new online store 
creations increase globally by 49% year 
on year compared to 31% in February. 

“This includes bricks-and-mortar 
businesses moving online, as traditional 
businesses looked for new sales 
channels,” says Steve Milton. “Getting the 
balance right between offline and online 
will be critical for all brands and retailers. 
By adopting a multichannel approach, 
we see that brands and retailers can be 
ready for what may happen in the future.” 

Interestingly, while figures show 
that consumers are spending more on 
groceries, overall supermarket visits 
have dropped sharply during lockdown. 
According to data released by grocery 
analysts Kantar, this has resulted in a 
near 40% increase in convenience store 
sales, as people shop closer to home. 
Once lockdown restrictions are lifted, 
customers may continue to shop locally, 
which could be beneficial to small 
independent businesses. Cuatrecasas, 
however, believes this is only temporary 
and says independent businesses still 
need to focus on the future and invest 
in their omnichannel experience. 

Follow future trends 
Responsible retailing will be more 
important in the future as a direct result 
of Covid-19, asserts Widdop and Co’s 
Illingworth. “Before Covid-19, 62% of 
people said they already shop with 
their values. This will accelerate going 

forward and every business must show 
respectable values, respect for their staff, 
strong relationships and sustainable 
stewardship for their environment 
and their supply chain,” he says.  

Sadly, tragic events lead to trends 
in product, he explains. He gives 
the example of the popularity of the 
worker bee symbol, which sparked a 
trend following the Manchester Arena 
attack several years ago. As a supplier, 
Illingworth says he is already receiving 
requests for rainbow-related products 
due to its strong visual association 
with the NHS and key workers. 

Gifts and keepsakes for doctors, nurses 
and key workers are set to be a new trend, 
and across the jewellery trade, retailers 
and brands alike have supported 
their local heroes. Jewellery 
brand Clogau has raised 
£68,000 in aid of the NHS, 

having initially set a target of £25,000.  
“So far, we have developed an NHS 

Clogau badge with current online orders 
of £36,000, a raffle to win £1,000 of 
jewellery that has raised just over £6,000, 
plus consumers can make contributions 
at the checkout and this has raised 
£26,000 to date,” explains Jenkinson. 

It’s too soon to say if the jewellery and 
watch trade will see a spike in sales post-
lockdown or whether consumers will 
remain cautious for economic reasons. 
The lockdown period could surprise us all 
and result in an upsurge in engagement 
ring sales. Alternatively, it could have 
the opposite effect and lead to a spike in 
divorces and ‘divorce rings’, with couples 
upcycling their bands. It’s hard to predict, 

but one thing is clear, milestones will 
continue and consumers will still 

want to celebrate occasions. 
“The desperate and 

enormous efforts to 
simply survive are a 

familiar goal for our 
industry [giftware], but I 
genuinely believe there 
is a chance here for us 
all to work together, 
to move forward and 
thrive,” says Illingworth. 

With restrictions still 
in place on travel abroad 

and attendance at events 
such as large concerts, now 

is the time for the jewellery 
and watch trade to work together 

and take back the luxury market.  l

(Below) Clogau has 
raised money for 
charity with sales 
of NHS badges and 
competitions
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