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Branding Retailers
By Harminder Sahni BRANDING IS NO LONGER AN OPTION FOR INDIAN RETAILERS – IT IS A NECESSITY. 

HOWEVER, THE KEY TO SUCCESSFUL BRANDING LIES NOT IN THE MERCHANDISE AS 
MANY THINK, BUT IN THE QUALITY OF SERVICE PROVIDED TO THE CUSTOMERS

  A few weeks back, I saw an 
advertisement of Sahara Q Shop on 
TV and that’s when it struck me why 
so few Indian retailers have actually 
advertised on TV, or any other media 
for that matter. I don’t remember 
seeing many advertisements by Indian 
retailers in which they are not talking 
about discounts or promotions or end-
of-season sales (EOSSs).

Shoppers Stop does stand out as 
an exception with its few and far-
between advertisements that are more 
like brand promotions and not a sales 
announcement. Other than that, a few 
retailers from India have spent a little 
money here and there in advertising, 
but their effort is hardly noticed in 
such a crowded market place.

Most retailers in India take the 
obvious path of locating their stores 
in the right malls or high streets and 
fi ll their shelves with well-known 
brands, and then send out discount 
coupons to attract shoppers to their 
stores. But this is exactly what their 
competition also does. So how does 
a retailer stand out in the mind of the 
consumers as a unique place to go to? 

Had it all been only about 
merchandise, life would have been 
quite easy for retailers, but we 
all know it isn’t. As long as there 
was only one mall and only one 
department store or supermarket in 
town, it was OK to be silent and let 
consumers fi gure it out on their own 
where to shop. But when there are 

many retailers, shoppers get confusing 
messages.

If you ask a person on the street in 
Ahmedabad or even Pune “What is 
Shoppers Stop?” about half of them 
will say it is a mall, while the other 
half will likely say it is a big store 
that sells branded clothes. But if you 
ask the brand manager of Shoppers 
Stop, he will have a very different 
defi nition of their brand name. The 
differing perceptions of the retailer 
and consumers about the brand is due 
to the communication gap.

The retailers in India have chosen to 
be silent operators and are counting 
on the lack of availability of quality 
retail to attract consumers to their 
stores, not only once but time and 

Sahara Q Shop regularly advertises on television to promote itself as a brand
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again. However, if we look at the 
overall performance of the sector, it 
is evident that this strategy of silence 
isn’t working well and consumers are 
not responding as enthusiastically to 
organised retailers as expected.

The last few months have been 
grim and yet another reminder of the 
consumers’ patience to wait for the 
EOSS to fi ll their shopping baskets. 
The retailers haven’t given enough 
reason to shoppers to shop year-
round and not wait for discounts 
or promotions. Actually, modern 
retail has been the catalyst in this 
whole process of bringing events like 
EOSS to the Indian market and thus 
bringing about a situation in which 
consumers are always waiting for the 
next sale.

Modern retail was supposed to 
organise the entire sector in a manner 
that was better than what prevailed. 
But it seems organised retailers 
have become “experts at organising 
“sales” and nothing much else. 
The consumers’ perception of these 
retailers is also driven by such events.

The big question is, how do 
retailers get out of this rut and create 
a connection with the consumers 
that will bring long-term, sustainable 
and profi table growth? There are 
many examples of how leading 
global retailers have gone beyond 
the merchandise mix and price offers 
to create lasting relationships with 
millions of consumers that have 
allowed them to enjoy large market 
shares, deliver serious profi ts and 
create signifi cant value for their 
shareholders.

A retailer is far closer to the 
consumers than the brands. A brand 
has to depend on so many different 
mediums to communicate with its 
consumers. In comparison, consumers 
visit retailers all the time and the 
stores offer an excellent platform and 
medium to not only communicate 
but also interact with the consumers. 
A well-trained staff just by the sheer 
presence of mind can give a harried 
consumer a reason to smile and thus 
establish a lasting brand image in the 
latter’s mind.

A store offers direct access to 
consumers while they are shopping 
and hence are most open to be 

infl uenced, compared to trying to sell 
them detergent powder while they are 
having dinner in front of TV. Brands 
have no choice but to use expensive 
and ineffective media for advertising, 
but retailers are luckier. The problem 
is, most retailers don’t realise their 
luck and tend to be too busy with 
managing stores and stocks. They fail 
to comprehend the potential of their 
store as a communication platform.

Retail is a services business that 
trades in merchandise. It is not a 
trading business which offers some 
services too on the side. Shoppers 
can easily get most items they need 
or their replacements in any store. 
Nowadays, they can actually buy 
products without even leaving their 

store. Such iconic retailers or brands 
don’t leave it to the power of their 
product to clinch a sale, but use high-
quality services to ensure that the 
customer makes the purchase, even 
though he would have been perfectly 
happy just fi nding his choice of the 
iPhone or a jeans of his size and 
colour. If we take these companies as 
a template, imagine how much more 
would retailers need to do to create a 
brand image when they are selling the 
same bar of soap that is available next 
door or the same brand of shirt that 
is available at fi ve other stores in the 
same mall.

Branding a retail store will not 
be a matter of choice but become a 
necessity soon when the competition 

Shoppers Stop is one of those rare Indian retailers which promote themselves as a brand

homes by shopping online and getting 
stuff delivered to their doorsteps.

So merchandise is certainly not the 
place for retailers to look for building 
a brand image – the key lies in the 
quality of service. And services are 
delivered by the shopfl oor people. 
The retailers therefore need to invest 
in hiring the right people who are 
trained professionally, attired properly 
and are incentivised to service and 
not sell. A retail brand is only as 
good as its people unless it is offering 
something absolutely unique. But 
great companies still focus on services 
even if they are selling unique items 
like an iPad in an Apple store or some 
really-sought-after jeans at a Diesel 

will be on every street and stores 
selling similar stuff will be located 
right next to each other.

The branding will become even 
more important when the retailers 
will move from the top 20 or 30 cities 
to the next 100 and then the next 
1,000 towns. The retailers who start 
investing in building their brand 
image now will reap the rewards for 
the years to come.  
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