Brand marketing can be one of the hardest jobs in retail, and one of the easiest to get wrong - customer service, store design, product and advertising must all be right if the brand is to be successful. Liz Morrell meets leading industry marketers as they discuss the difficulties of building a better brand.

Marketing a retail brand is a tough job. Unlike packaged goods, where all you have to worry about is the look, taste or usefulness of a product, with a retailer everything from store design and product through to customer service and advertising must portray the same message. We asked leading marketing directors to discuss the challenges they faced at a lunch Retail Week hosted with advertising agency Grey Worldwide.

The first topic was whether the retail marketing role attracts the recognition it deserves, or whether it warrants a higher role on main boards. 

Stephen Robertson: "I'm not sure whether we want more people on the board - the real difference is whether the marketing ethos runs through the business or not."

John Lowery: "Terry Leahy is the marketing director at Tesco. That's not his title, but if you talk to him he is absolutely obsessed with all the aspects of marketing and with the customer, and he drives that through the entire business."

Delia Bourne: "It must make life easier, because you have a marketing director to champion you through every stratum of the business."

Hash Ladha: "In fashion, you do get a sense that buyer is king and that marketing is a marketing services department, rather than a strategic part of building the brand. The one exception to that in recent years has been Tesco, which is an obsession of brand and customer. As retailers look at Tesco as an example, customer obsession comes high on the agenda, which is generally a marketing-led thing. I think the buyer is king philosophy is starting to change."

Alan Jones: "You can try to embody marketing in one person if you want, but the danger is that person could be sidelined. Successful businesses, whether in retail or not, understand culturally that the consumer is where you start. You learn insight from them and work that back."

Robertson: "The role of marketing often feels overlooked, and it becomes simply a marketing services department. However, marketing can make a big difference to profits - it's not just about (pretty) pictures."

Andrew Barclay: "If you haven't got a (marketer) at the top, you've got a tough job on your hands."

Understanding the customer

The round table agreed that understanding customers is the key to successful marketing.

Robertson: "If you think of the market stall holder, he is the ultimate marketer - he understands his marketplace and his supply chain. You don't need the word marketing in your title to say you understand the consumer."

Lowery: "As people get further away from the customer, that's where the problems start and it becomes harder to get information back. The corner shop and the market stall are there all the time and can change immediately."

Robertson: "The stores often call the shots and should call the shots. Part of Tesco's success is in drawing out the learning from store manager level - you avoid that at your peril. The tills are the best market research tools a business can have."

Lack of knowledge

The round table agreed that sometimes understanding the customer fails because people in the roles simply have not been in the business long enough.

Nicola Mendelsohn: "One of the trends is that marketing people are spending much less time in their roles now. At Tesco they have worked together longer. It's about keeping to things that are the DNA of the business. Don't feel the need to change it just because you are new, because then you are messing about with the nostalgia of the brand."

Susan Wilkinson: "That happened at Woolworths. The agency there had been with Woolworths for about 15 years, and knew more about the business and the brand."

The role of advertising

Advertising is critical in building FMCG brands, but did our round table feel it plays as big a role in the retail world? The general opinion was that the influence was not as great.

Robertson: "It's absolutely right that marketing must be about a lot more than doing ads. If you think how long a customer spends watching your ads, if you are a quite a heavy advertiser your customer has touched your brand for, say, three and a half minutes. If you are supermarket, your customer will have been in your store for about an hour, so the experience the customer gets is overwhelmingly greater from touching the product and the store than the ads. We as marketers need to be very aware of that."

Lowery: "It sets the tone for how the organisation should behave when you have thousands of people working for you."

Barclay: "Delivering on the expectation is the hard challenge."

Bourne: "Advertising has a very important role for retailers wanting to reinvent themselves. For us, the store lives and breathes the brand."

Jones: "The problem stores have is delivering on the promise. A lot of the advertising you see is 'me too' - going down the route of price, or you can't work out what they are trying to tell you."

Wilkinson: "Retailers often use advertising to paper over cracks to drive traffic (and is cheaper than revamping stores)."

Successful campaigns

So which retail advertising campaigns have worked well? Praise was heaped on B&Q's real staff campaign, for which Stephen Robertson, formerly of B&Q, was able to take some credit. The belief was that consistent campaigns that understand the customer work well - retailers should beware of campaigns that get too tired, but tweak the ones that are successful.

Robertson: "An important issue in advertising is one of consistency. It horrifies me the number of retailers that switch campaigns annually."

Wilkinson: "I love the Waitrose ads - they are perfectly pitched at their target customer. It's nice to see a retailer being brave enough to do that."

Barclay: "I like campaigns that make you laugh. One of the best ones I've seen recently is the Pepsi ad (with David Beckham)."

Celebrity faces

So does the use of celebrities in advertising work? The round table said that successful use of celebrities meant matching the personality to the brand, getting the right message across and, most importantly, avoiding over-exposure. It was felt that the over-exposure of Linda Barker, and tired campaigns such as former Men Behaving Badly stars Neil Morrissey and Leslie Ash in the Homebase ads do not work so well.

Wilkinson: "I liked the Asda Christmas campaign. They took the standard Asda ads and developed it with a famous face (Julie Walters), which embodied the personality of Asda."

Mendelsohn: "Celebrities can be very powerful, but can be used wrongly. Sainsbury's used John Cleese disastrously, but have worked well with Jamie Oliver."

Lease of life

So how can a brand be revitalised? The round table said false reinventions, such as logo and name changes, were not necessarily the answer.

Bourne: "Two years ago we wanted to change the Hamleys man in the logo. That unearthed real discussion about the brand, and I still get e-mails about how could we change it?"

Robertson: "We concentrate too much on trivia. Do I care if this store is Abbey National or Abbey? I wouldn't say it will change the P & L sheet. We sometimes don't do the stuff that matters."

Mendelsohn: "It's about being true to the DNA of the brand."

Lowery: "The Hamleys example shows we are temporary custodians of the brand. The real owners are the customers. It's a heartfelt thing."

Wilkinson: "The nostalgia of the UK public is that they want retailers to succeed, but do something different."

Bourne: "Nostalgia is a vitally important emotion. We get many customers bringing along their children after experiencing the magic of Hamleys when they were young, but we also want to be seen as innovative too."

Ladha: "When I was at Dorothy Perkins there was talk about whether we should ditch the name. The customers said no."

A hard job

So it seems retailers have far from an easy job. Successful brand building in retail is a combination of a number of factors - but, most importantly, listening to the customer.
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