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Abstract

Purpose – It has been proposed within the branding literature that the theory of the brand be
extended within a variety of industries. The purpose of this paper is to offer a deeper understanding of
the centrality of the own brand to fashion retailer brand strategy.

Design/methodology/approach – The research involved six in-depth interviews with large-scale
fashion retailers from a sample of the 20 largest and most successful fashion retailers in the UK.

Findings – Participants identified the motivations, dimensions, success factors and problems
associated with the creation, development and management of the own brand

Research limitations/implications – This is an exploratory study and as such is limited to the
experiences of six fashion retailers. It is, however, part of a larger empirical study.

Practical implications – The results of this study provide key areas for future research
development to be applied within the fashion retail sector or to be expanded within alternative retail
sectors.

Originality/value – The development of brand strategy within the fashion retailing sector reveals a
paucity of empirical and theoretical studies. This exploratory paper seeks to address this scarcity.
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Introduction
Over the past decade, the UK clothing market has suffered from strong deflationary
pressures with the influx of, and intense competition from, value retailers such as
Primark, New Look and Peacocks who are driving down prices within the market
while showing consistently strong growth. Many clothing retailers cite this deflation as
a key challenge in the present retail climate, in the face of a more demanding,
increasingly discerning, and less loyal customer (Keynote, 2006; Mintel, 2007).
Additionally the past two decades have seen a proliferation of foreign retailers
entering, and increasing competition within, the UK fashion retail market, with the
emergence of companies such as Kookai from France, H&M from Sweden, Zara and
Mango from Spain, Benetton from Italy, and from America, Gap (Keynote, 2006). Zara
in particular has had a significant impact on UK clothing retailers who have, according
to Verdict (2007), been forced to respond to their superior store environments and fast
fashion format. In view of increasingly dynamic, complex, and competitive market
conditions, McGoldrick (2002) proposes that marketing has taken on a pivotal role
within the retailing organisation, as the basis for differentiation and positioning, in the
establishment of competitive advantage. Recent literature proposes that, critical to this
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retail marketing activity, is the retailer brand (Davies, 1992, 1998; Mitchell, 1999; Burt
and Sparks, 2002; Ailawadi and Keller, 2004; Girod, 2005; Papasolomou and Vrontis,
2006; Martensen, 2007) and the fashion retailer brand (Moore, 1995; Grime et al., 2002;
Moore and Birtwistle, 2005; Hines and Bruce, 2007), in serving as a short-hand device
for consumer decision making in a decidedly homogenous market (Omar, 1999;
McGoldrick, 2002; Doyle, 2004). This literature, however, is underdeveloped and calls
have been made for further empirical explorations of retailer brand strategies and the
application of traditional branding principles within the retail sector, particularly those
of corporate branding and the role of private labels or own brands in the
implementation of brand strategy (Ailawadi and Keller, 2004).

This study is exploratory and incremental, seeking the elicitation of research
questions from the literature, which, through their application within the empirical
research, will assist in the identification of the pertinent issues for fashion retailers in
the creation, development and management of their brand strategy, and will allow for
the creation of a suitable context within which further empirical study can evolve.

Literature review
Defining the brand
According to de Chernatony and Dall’Olmo Riley (1998) over the past decade the
conceptual focus of the branding literature has experienced evolutionary change
whereby brands have been subject to redefinition and redefinement (de Chernatony,
2001; Stern, 2006; Jevons, 2007). Calls have appeared in the literature for a clearer
definition of the brand elements which focuses on the nature, function, locus and
valence of the term brand (Brown et al., 2006; Stern, 2006; Jevons, 2007), as well as an
orderly and consistent terminology which is, according to Stern (2006), essential for
scientific enquiry. Recent definitions propose that the brand is the organisation’s
principal asset and the core business activity (Salzer-Morling and Strannegard, 2004)
which should be developed on a corporate basis, involving all members of the
organisation, particularly in terms of offering employee and stakeholder focus and
external coherence and conformity (Ind, 1997; Balmer and Grey, 2003; Hatch and
Schultz, 2003; Urde, 2003). According to Jevons (2007), however, despite considerable
empirical and theoretical research activity, branding remains a fragmented and
contextual concept, the various characteristics of which have never been captured by a
single definition. He defines the brand as:

. . . a tangible or intangible concept that uniquely identifies an offering, providing symbolic
communication of functionality and differentiation, and in so doing sustainability influences
the value offered (Jevons, 2007, p. 6).

Although branding therefore is a clearly established area of research, according to
Bridson and Evans (2004) and Blumenthal (2004), it lacks common conceptualisation.
According to de Chernatony and Dall’Olmo Riley (1998), there has been a failure within
the branding literature to develop the brand construct and boundaries, which would
allow for formal, semantical, methodological and epistemological sets of criteria.
Accordingly, they carried out a content analysis of over 100 articles from the literature
and interviews with key industry brand consultants, and developed a model which
they propose lays the foundation for establishing the theory of the brand, thus allowing
them to define the brand construct and boundaries. For the analysis, 12 main themes
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were proposed which categorise the most important propositions in the branding
literature, and which therefore helped to set boundaries for the brand construct. These
have been updated and are outlined in Table I.

de Chernatony and Dall’Olmo Riley (1998) accept that this model is
multidimensional, however, emphasis on each brand construct will vary according
to the nature of the company and the brand, and the strategic emphasis placed on
these. They suggest that researchers should test the propositions advanced within this
paper among brand consultants, managers and consumers, in different areas of
industry.

This model helps provide epistemological criteria for the analysis of the fashion
retailer brand.

From product brand to corporate brand
The dominant theme of the early branding literature was concerned with the strategic
goals of management, focusing on the creation of differentiation, adding values
through the tangible features of the product brand (Farquhar, 1990) using trademarks,
logos, and the promotion of the functional benefits of the brand (Copeland, 1923;
Gardner and Levy, 1955; Kotler, 1984; Jones, 1986; Kotler et al., 1996). According to
Harris and de Chernatony (2001), there has been a shift in the brand literature from
brand management which is consumer focused, to brand identity which focuses on
how managers and employees make a brand unique. Additionally, a move towards
globalisation, such as that which has occurred in fashion retailing (Moore and Shearer,
1998; Moore, 2000; Moore and Birtwistle, 2004) has led to a shift in emphasis from
product brands to corporate brands as a communicator of corporate ideology and
image (Aaker, 1996; Ind, 1997; de Chernatony, 1999; Aaker and Joachimstaler, 2000;
Knox et al., 2000; Olins, 2000; Balmer, 2001; Harris and de Chernatony, 2001; Hatch and
Schultz, 2003; Kapfer, 2004). It has been suggested that the development and
implementation of own brand strategy is a vital element of retailer corporate strategy
(Moore, 1995; Burt, 2000; Martensen, 2007), the range and type of own brands
developed being directly related to the corporate brand image (Ailawadi and Keller,
2004). These own brands offer retailers control of growth strategies, strengthen retailer
positioning and offer opportunities for developing market power (Davies, 1992;
McGoldrick, 2002; Sheinin and Wagner, 2003).

The development of own brand strategy
Veloutsou et al. (2004) propose that there is no universally accepted terminology used
in the classification of retailer brands, citing from the literature five definitions, own
label products/brands, private label products/brands, retailer products/brands,
distributors brands and store brands or labels. The term generally used in the USA
is private label (Diamond, 2006), however, it has been suggested in the UK literature
that own brand is the most accurate term (de Chernatony, 1989; Burt and Davis, 1999;
McGoldrick, 2002). This therefore is the term which is used throughout this study.
These definitions are drawn from the generic retailing literature, and no such
classification exists within the fashion retailing literature.

According to Martensen (2007), a coherent identity that reflects the values of the
corporate brand has a positive impact on store brands carrying the corporate brand
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Dimensions of the brand
construct
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name. Burt (2000) cites Morris (1979) as a base definition of the retailer own brand. He
proposes that retailer own brands are:

. . . consumer products produced by or on behalf of distributors and sold under the
distributor’s own name or trademark through the distributor’s own outlet (Burt, 2000, p. 875).

Burt and Sparks (2002) suggest that successful retailers have developed their own
brand strategies from first generation generics to highly sophisticated extensions of
the corporate brand in terms of image and values.

An important feature of British fashion retailing is the extent to which leading
fashion retailers either exclusively or predominantly sell products marketed under
their own name (Tungate, 2005; Keynote, 2007). Many of the UK’s leading fashion
retailers have developed strong own brands which serve to encapsulate and
communicate their market position relative to their competitors ( Jones and Rigby,
2005; Tungate, 2005; Verdict, 2007). Fernie et al. (2003) and Moore (1995) suggest that
the fashion retailer own brand is the primary focus for resource investment and a
significant business asset. It has been suggested that the importance of own brands
has increased dramatically in recent years, particularly in portraying the corporate
brand image (Burt and Sparks, 2002), contributing to store differentiation (Sudhir and
Talukdar, 2004), allowing for control over merchandise design ( Juhl et al., 2006),
packaging (Wells et al., 2007), pricing (Carpenter et al., 2005), quality and store image
(Berman and Evans, 2004) and inventory control ( Juhl et al., 2006). Although a few
studies specifically consider the motivations for own brand development within the
retailing sector, no study has considered the motivations specific to own brand
development within fashion retailing. The first research question is therefore
associated with motivations for fashion retailer own brand development.

There is no clear delineation of the dimensions of the own brand within the generic
branding literature, however, issues such as quality, price, differentiation and brand
image are apparent within the literature (de Chernatony and Dall’Olmo Riley, 1998;
Bridson and Evans, 2004; McGoldrick, 2002). Within the fashion retailing sector, a
small number of studies have sought to identify the utilitarian and symbolic
dimensions of the fashion retailer own brand, those of design, brand personality,
economies of scale in production, supply chain control, brand positioning and design
(Moore, 1995; Vahie and Paswan, 2006), and similarly those of the luxury fashion brand
(Moore and Birtwistle, 2005; Hines and Bruce, 2007). However, only a small number of
such studies exist, particularly within the fashion retailing sector. The second research
question therefore is associated with the essential components of the fashion retailer
own brand.

According to the literature, the success of the own brand is reflected within the
values and success of the corporate brand (Ailawadi and Harlam, 2004; Juhl et al., 2006)
and unique and differentiated products (Burt and Sparks, 2002). Others have identified
the importance of a coherent corporate and own brand image and store design
congruency (Porter and Claycomb, 1997; Vahie and Paswan, 2006; Kent, 2003, 2007), a
small number of these studies being within the fashion retailing sector (Birtwistle and
Freathy, 1998; Carpenter et al., 2005). However, few studies exist within the fashion
retailing sector which seek to define clearly the factors critical to the success of the
fashion retailer own brand. The third research question therefore is associated with
factors critical to the success of the British fashion retailer own brand development.
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A small number of studies have emerged which highlight the disadvantages of own
brand development within the retail sector, the main issues being those of negative
perceptions of the corporate brand generated through incongruent customer
perceptions, poor own brand quality or own brand failures, price sensitivity and the
damage that these can do to store image (Richardson et al., 1996; Baltas and
Argouslidis, 2007). No studies, as such, identify the problems associated with own
brand development within the fashion retailing sector, although a small number of
issues have been identified within the literature, those of incongruency between
merchandise and store image, lack of differentiation within the market and
indiscriminate licensing agreements (Moore and Birtwistle, 2004; Sheinin and
Wagner, 2003). The fourth research question is therefore associated with the
problems/challenges for British fashion retailers in the development and management
of the own brand.

The questions provided below therefore are drawn from the literature review and
serve primarily to provide direction for the research study and a structure for the
research findings:

. What are the motivations for fashion retailer own brand development?

. What are the essential components of the fashion retailer own brand?

. What are the factors critical to the success of the fashion retailer own brand
development?

. What are the problems/challenges for fashion retailers in the development and
management of the own brand?

Methodology
de Chernatony and Dall’Olmo Riley (1998) have provided the construct and boundaries
of the brand which they recommend be extended within other industry sectors.
Accordingly, their research has helped provide a theoretical basis for this analysis of
the fashion retailer own brand. The decision to focus on large-scale companies is
supported by evidence provided in previous studies (Ambler and Styles, 1997; de
Chernatony, 1999; Harris and de Chernatony, 2001; Einwiller and Will, 2002; Hatch and
Schultz, 2003; Moore and Birtwistle, 2004; Moore and Birtwistle, 2005), that large-scale
companies offer examples of dominant management practices and complexity of
operations in terms of supply chain ownership and management. According to Retail
Knowledge Bank (2004), 85 per cent of UK retail sales come from only 500 companies
which therefore enjoy significant market share and exhibit extensive market coverage.
These 500 companies have been compiled by the Retail Knowledge Bank into a list for
the trade magazine Retail Week, called Retail Week 500. Participant companies
therefore were identified and selected on the following criteria. To be selected, the
fashion retailers must be included in the Retail Week top 500, have been in business for
at least five years to ensure high levels of experience, to sell own brands and, again for
reasons of experience, have sold own brands for at least two years. This list was
considered to be the most up-to-date database of large-scale retailers and was used to
identify 139 fashion retailers. Given these characteristics, it was felt that the potential
participants would provide credible information as to the creation and management of
brand strategy within the fashion retail sector. This research is part of a wider research
project, however, for the purposes of this study, a letter was sent to the top 20 fashion
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retailers in terms of scale and turnover, from the population sample of 139 and six
responded. Of this sample two were general fashion retailers described by Mintel
(1998) as offering a broad range of fashion merchandise and accessories to mass
market customers (Corporate Intelligence on Retailing, 1997). Two were specialist
fashion retailers serving a clearly defined target customer, one designer fashion
retailer, selling merchandise through outlets bearing the designer’s name, or associated
name, and one specialist footwear retailer focusing on a narrow and specific product
range (Corporate Intelligence on Retailing, 1997). The final two were general
merchandise retailers identified by Mintel (1998) as retailers located in key shopping
centres who include a mix of fashion and non-fashion goods within their merchandise
offer. This provided a broad range of fashion retailers, proposed by Moore (2000) to be
representative of the fashion retailing sector. The interviewees were asked open-ended
questions about the development and management of the own brand, based on the
research questions developed. All interviewees requested confidentiality. The
interviews were carried out with senior management personnel (marketing and
brand directors/managers) who, it was ensured, had direct experience in the areas of
own brand portfolio management, buying, or merchandise management. The
interviews were approximately two hours long, took place in the company head
office, and were transcribed and analysed using the NUDIST qualitative analysis
package.

Index trees within the NUD *IST software package allowed the comparison,
identification, retrieval and exploration of issues and concepts relevant to the
participants.

Results and discussion
In accordance with the research questions outlined above, interviewees were asked
about their motivations for developing own brands. In general, respondents felt that
the development of own brands offered a number of distinct advantages. The main one
was the issue of control. The development of own brands allowed them control over the
implementation of their corporate brand strategy and operations in terms of cost
control, pricing, quality, differentiation, design and merchandising, and therefore,
overall positioning of the own brand within the market. Additionally, it allowed them
to extend the brand into new markets, particularly for one respondent, offering
licensing or franchising opportunities. One general fashion retailer, who also sold
manufacturer brands, explained:

With the manufacturer brands we try to get different stock from competing stores. With own
brands, it is easy. No one else sells these in the city centre. We also find it easier to avoid stock
outs with own brands, and are more in control of our own merchandising. Sometimes,
manufacturers want some control over how and where their merchandise is displayed.

The motivations for developing an own brand strategy therefore were issues concerned
with strategic positioning, expansion, and control over supply chain and store
operations.

Interviewees were then asked what they thought were the essential components of
the own brand. For five of the six interviewees, the most important component was the
corporate brand itself, its trade mark or logo, image, philosophy and reputation.
Supported by the work of Davies (1992) and Moore (1995), four of these interviewees
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stressed the importance of being able to use the corporate brand name on own brands
as being a way of transferring the values associated with the corporate brand over to
the merchandise. One saw no point in using a different name as this lost some of the
identity which had been built up over the years, however, another said that they had
used a different name on their sportswear as they felt that the corporate brand name
did not have a “sporty” image. The brand manager of the designer fashion company
stressed the importance of design and creativity within the merchandise. He explained:

For our company, design is the most important element of our brand strategy. Own brands
allow us to be radical and experimental and customers recognised us for this. We recently
held a competition for new designers, using a number of the winning designs within our
collection.

This is what he felt the company represented. The respondents stressed the importance
of own brand dimensions as a means of managing the overall company brand strategy,
and two stated that the own brand dimensions were possibly the most important issues
to the brand and image management process.

The components that respondents felt to be essential to own brands, therefore, were
the influence of corporate brand image and reputation, design and creativity.
Respondents stressed the importance of these dimensions to the management of the
brand strategy.

Respondents identified a range of critical success factors for own brands reporting
that own brands could be exclusive to the company and could focus on the needs of the
target market. Other issues were those of control over and consistency of brand image
not only within the store but also in terms of merchandise and communication. One
general fashion retailer explained that, because of their in-house design team and their
control of the supply chain, they were able to ensure that cat walk styles were in their
shop within weeks and the delivery of styles was consistent with the existing brand
image. The footwear retailer stressed the need for trained staff, particularly in his case,
where some expertise about the product was needed.

A few participants identified a recent increase in advertising and personality
endorsement within fashion retailing as a means of increasing market share. Reaction
to this development was mixed. One general fashion retailer reported that they did not
do any advertising; their high street presence and in-store photography were their
advertising. The retailer also produced a catalogue, which acted as a form of
advertising. The remaining interviewees advertised in magazines and felt that this was
important to the own brand, but, as one interview responded, it could be damaging if
the merchandise is not in the shop because the advertising had increased awareness
and demand. It could, however, be difficult to assess the increase in demand. One
general merchandise retailer had recently begun a television advertising campaign
which had been highly successful in boosting sales. Reaction to personality
endorsement was mixed. One general fashion retailer had tried it and found it to be
successful, but stated that the personality used must be closely matched to the brand
personality. They had found it to be very expensive and only carried out campaigns,
such as this, intermittently. The designer retailer did not use personalities but
occasionally gave merchandise to personalities to wear. This had been very successful
in terms of the endorsement of the brand as the personalities who wore the brand were
considered to be “cool”.
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One general merchandise retailer was currently using personalities very
successfully to target a number of different market segments. The remaining
fashion retailers did not use personality endorsement. One felt that the use of young
models in the portrayal of the own brand personality, whose image matched that of the
target customer, was sufficient.

The main issues associated with the success of the own brand were felt to be
consistency over design and delivery of the own brand image and merchandise
particularly in terms of store image, advertising, celebrity endorsement, and trained
staff.

Finally, respondents were asked about any problems which might be associated
with the development and management of the own brand. Interviewees had
experienced varying problems when managing the own brand, and two were
particularly concerned about the impact of increased competition and price deflation on
profit margins. One general fashion retailer explained that although they controlled the
distribution of merchandise, they were supplied by a number of manufacturers, some
of whom they had more control over than others. Inconsistency in quality and delivery
could be damaging to the reputation of the company. He proposed:

In the past, we experienced problems with a small number of suppliers not delivering
merchandise on time. We had also occasionally had problems with product quality. In these
cases, we ceased to use the supplier, however, this creates the problem of finding new
suppliers at short notice.

Issues of quality and inability to supply customers with “fast fashion” could be
damaging to the brand. One specialist fashion retailer had experienced problems with
goods sold under licence. Again, these were of poor quality, and were, as far as he was
concerned, damaging to the corporate brand reputation.

Issues connected with store management were more difficult for interviewees to
assess, however feedback from store managers indicated that on a few occasions,
merchandise was not really suitable for the target market. One general merchandise
retailer explained that occasionally goods were delivered to the store that the staff
called “dogs” which were unsuitable in either style or material. In this case, staff felt
that they could have predicted this, at a local level, better than the buyers. Additional
problems at store level were with allocation and distribution, visual merchandising and
in some cases, high staff turnover which could lead to poorer levels of customer service.
One general fashion retailer explained that there were occasions where, during
advertising campaigns, stock sold out rapidly and they were unable to replenish it
quickly enough to meet customer demand. On another occasion, merchandise had been
advertised in a fashion magazine, but was not available in the store on time.

In terms of visual merchandising, one general merchandise retailer said that staff
had complained that they were asked to stick rigidly to store plans, which they felt
were unsuitable to their local customers. One area, for example, had an ageing
population whose tastes were quite different to some of the merchandise which had
been given prominence. There had been other occasions where the climate was quite
different and summer ranges were not suitable throughout the country. More recently,
they had attempted to give store managers and local visual merchandisers a little more
decision-making power, this, however, could affect the consistency of the brand
delivery.
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The main problems that respondents had experienced, therefore, were control over
manufacturers in terms of quality and delivery, and problems at store level with
suitability, allocation and distribution of merchandise, visual merchandising and staff
turnover which could impact on customer service.

Conclusion
The results of this research suggest that the own brand is a strategic tool for fashion
retailers in the portrayal and control of the corporate brand within the market. The
issues associated with own brand creation, development and management for fashion
retailers resulting from the findings of the research are highlighted in Table II. The
motives for own brand creation highlighted within the table are clearly those of control,
competitive advantage and ultimately profit. Own brands differentiate fashion
retailers in a highly competitive market and were acknowledged to be the means by
which fashion retailers could, in operational terms, control not only the supply chain,
but also the portrayal of the brand through advertising, design, merchandise and store
image offering opportunities for expansion. This level of control allows fashion
retailers to react more quickly to market developments.

In strategic terms, the own brand can capitalise on the strength of the corporate
brand, and importantly, is central to the delivery of the corporate brand image and
operations to the market. Ultimately, however, the creation, development and
management of the own brand is complex, and the intricacies of the process impact on
the representation of the corporate brand within the public domain. The management
of the own brand is subject to a certain degree of risk in terms of delivery to the market.
Participants were aware of the problems involved in the control of large scale operation
and worked to minimise this risk through the instigation of centralised control of
company policy while allowing a degree of flexibility in terms of local management in
order to respond to local customer needs.

This study builds on the work of de Chernatony and Dall’Olmo Riley (1998),
extending their research within the fashion retailing sector, delineating the issues
associated with the creation, development and management of the fashion retailer own
brand. The results of this research, outlined in Table II, help provide an understanding
of the issues of greatest importance to fashion retailers in presenting their own brand
strategy to the market and create insights into the management practices which
contribute to its success. The clear indication for fashion retailers is the need to
understand the importance of the own brand as both a strategic and marketing tool,
which requires centralised control of operational management to ensure consistency of
brand image in terms of external brand communications and internal store
environments, and necessitates centralised staff policies to ensure consistency and
excellence in terms of customer interface.

Further investigations which highlight the relative importance to fashion retailers
of each of the issues emphasised within this paper and their impact on the holistic
process involved in the creation, development and management of fashion retailer
brand strategy is required. Moreover, we do not understand the importance of these
issues on the potential purchase behaviour of the consumer, vital within an industry
where service contact is fundamental to the exchange relationship. This study has the
potential to be replicated within other sectors of the retailing industry thus extending
current knowledge of retailer brand strategies.
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