The retail circle of life.

It’s funny how life has a habit of going full circle. Years ago my grandmother used to give a list of the fruit and vegetables she wanted to her local green grocer down the road, who would often deliver it to her house later that day, to save us having to carry it home. Then big supermarkets came along and the idea of popping a list into the local greengrocer seemed so limiting, when you could drive to the vast new supermarket and enjoy such tremendous choice. Like many of us these days, I now find myself popping a list – on-line order form - into my favourite grocer, who then delivers it later to my house. 

It may surprise some of you that the Ann Summers Party Plan business is 25 years old this month and is as buoyant as it’s ever been. For some of you, Party Plan will conjure up images from the 1950’s of Tupperware parties and stay at home mums buying plastic boxes over coffee: a seemingly old fashioned way of shopping when you could go to a department store and choose from an apparently bigger selection of handy containers and other kitchen gadgets. And yet this week alone more than 30,000 women will go to an Ann Summers Party and buy the latest lingerie (and some plastic gadgets) over a bottle of wine – not bad for a sales channel you may have thought was stuck in the past. In fact high street retailers can learn a lot from our Party Plan business – our retail team certainly have.

I regularly hear retailers say that in order to distinguish themselves from the competition and to both attract and keep new customers they must deliver a shopping experience that verges on entertainment – experiential I think they call it. Go to an Ann Summers party and you’ll certainly get that. In fact you’ll probably laugh your socks off as one of our party organisers demonstrates our products, introduces a few games and shares some top tips with you and your friends. The culture of fun and entertainment is something that our best stores embrace with gusto, creating a shopping atmosphere that’s both engaging and ultimately very profitable.

The other Holy Grail for many retailers is the ability to deliver a more personal, customised shopping experience – the sort of old fashioned service you used to get when you were on first name terms with your local green grocer. It’s unreasonable to expect every member of staff to deliver this with consistently across a nationwide chain of stores, so many mass retailers try and crack it by using increasingly sophisticated software to analyse shopping transactional data and then communicate with the customer via their loyalty card statements. In Party Plan we’re able to ask our customers directly what they like and are usually on first name terms too because we’ve usually been invited along by a mutual friend. It’s quite an old fashioned approach but one that seems to be very much on trend today.

