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A 
CHAMPAGNE bar, a 
cigar lounge and a space 
dedicated to fashion pop-
ups isn’t what you’d expect 

to find in a luxury jewellery boutique 
but new generations of shoppers are 
increasingly demanding outside-the-
box-style thinking.

Scotland’s luxury jewellers and 
watchmakers are making retail work 
for them amidst a whole host of 
sectoral challenges.

“The shape of the high street is 
changing,” says Joe Walsh, managing 
director at Laings Jewellers, a 
prestigious family-run jeweller with 
more than 170 years’ experience in 
the industry.

“Vacant units in prominent 
locations are bringing down the area 
and affecting the overall shopping 
experience. This in turn is affecting 
footfall to stores.”

Add to this increased stock prices, 
controversial business rates rises, 
a jump in the minimum wage, the 
introduction of the apprenticeship 
levy and a general softening in 

consumer demand – retail has 
certainly been getting tough for a few 
years now.

But when the going gets tough, 
Scotland’s high-end jewellers and 
watchmakers get creative, seeking to 
add value and make an impact.

Independent luxury jeweller ROX 
recently unveiled plans for its third 
space in Glasgow’s Argyll Arcade – 
this time, a ‘concept store’. Set to be 
Scotland’s largest one-floor jewellery 
and watch store, the first part of the 
development will be a boutique with 
trend-driven fashion collections – 
perfectly poised for a Christmas rush 
with its mid-November launch.

The second phase, on which 
development will begin early 2020, 
is all about seeking to bring the 
brand to life in an inspirational and 
interactive setting.

Offering a champagne bar, shop-
in-shops, private shopping areas, 
a whisky and cigar lounge, a café, 
an event space for arts and fashion 
pop-ups, and a workshop aimed 
at bringing customers closer to the 
product, the 5,000 sq ft space is all 
about turning a transaction into a 
special experience.

ROX managing director Kyron 
Keogh explains: “Buying habits have 
changed and consumers are shopping 
in a completely different way to how 
they did ten years ago – especially in 
the luxury sector.

“Now is the perfect time to evolve 
our experiential offer and create 
something truly unique. The new 
store will be quintessentially ROX 
but we know we must appeal to a 
new generation of luxury shopper 
that has grown up in the digital era 
and lives their life at the forefront 
of fashion. For us this project is all 
about redefining the brand-consumer 

Vacant units in prominent locations 
are bringing down the area and 
effecting the overall shopping 
experience. This in turn is affecting 
footfall to stores

Joe Walsh, Laings Jewellers (below)
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relationship.”
Such a substantial investment 

is a bold and optimistic move in a 
market where we wake daily to news 
of another high street closure. But 
it is perhaps not as risky as one may 
think.

At Laings, Walsh is certain that 
“there will always be a place for 
traditional selling of high-end luxury 
watches in a retail environment” 
because “less than 10 per cent of 
high-end purchases are made online”.

Meanwhile, John Duffy, director 
of retail Scotland at Colliers 
International, suggests that esteemed 
retailers, such as jewellers and 
watchmakers, are actually highly 
sought-after tenants on shopping 
streets and in shopping centres.

He explains: “Luxury brands 
require not just a bricks and mortar 
presence but a choice location. If 
people are spending a large amount 
of money they generally don’t want 
to go online. With luxury items in 
particular they want to make a day 
out of it and enjoy the experience, 
perhaps also involving a meal or a 
drink.

“Clusters of high-end retailers, 
such as Glasgow’s Princes Square, 
therefore also attract quality 
restaurants and even champagne bars 
– and are among the most resilient 
and profitable shopping venues in 
Europe for property investors.

“This and the fact that they’ve 
generally been shielded from the 
difficulties facing mid-market 
retailers in recent times makes 
luxury brands important tenants for 
commercial property investors and 
shopping centres who are keen to 
attract them.”

Keogh shares Duffy’s view: “I 
believe that there will always be a 
place for traditional face-to-face 
selling, especially in the jewellery 
and luxury watch industry. Buying 
a new watch or diamond jewellery 
is an experience like no other and 
although there is a demand online, 
I think shoppers will always crave 
that indulgent and special experience 
of visiting a jeweller. I think that’s 
what’s key to the success for many 
businesses, particularly in the luxury 
sector and something that we’re 
proud to champion.”

As Keogh highlights, there is 
online demand so ignoring the digital 
world completely makes no business 
sense and high-end jewellery and 
watch purveyors must find their 
place online.

“You will, without a doubt, see 
those who don’t adapt and change 
being left behind and forced to close,” 
says Greg Kelly, co-owner at Jon 
Vincent Watchmakers.

“Before you had the local jewellery 
store telling the story of and selling 
a luxury brand to their town, which 
they had exclusive influence over. 

“Now, you find the consumer 
having access to a wealth of 
information online and often coming 
to the decision to purchase long 

IN FOCUS:

“The initial impact of Brexit caused sterling to devalue and, 

because we buy diamonds in dollars and luxury watches in Swiss 

Francs, there was an immediate rise in the cost of our stock, 

which was unavoidable. 

“On the other hand, this made Britain the cheapest place in the 

world to buy luxury watches and so we have seen a mini-boom 

in luxury watch sales from international shoppers.”

Kyron Keogh, joint managing director at ROX

“As the majority of luxury watches are imported from 

Switzerland, who are technically outwith the EU but have a trade 

agreement, we currently don’t know if Brexit will majorly affect 

the industry or we will see a benefit through currency variations 

and different trade agreements. It’s really anyone’s guess at the 

moment.”

Greg Kelly, co-owner at Jon Vincent Watchmakers

“Brexit negotiations are causing uncertainty within the core 

market across the industry. Consumers are thinking about their 

overall situation before making costly decisions, such as getting 

married, due to the uncertainty of their own finance situation. 

Laings is not affected by Brexit from a staffing point of view. 

“Laings is also not affected from an international selling point 

of view due to the pound weakening and products in the UK 

being cheaper than the rest of the world.”

Joe Walsh, managing director, Laings Jewellers 

Brexit and the High Street jeweller: 
reactions as the clock ticks

Inside a Laings store

Joe Walsh, 

Laings



Luxury brands require not just a bricks and 
mortar presence but a choice location. If people 
are spending a large amount of money they 
generally don’t want to go online

John Duffy, Colliers International (above)
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before they enter a showroom. The 
industry needs to become a resource 
for customers to learn and engage 
with.”

Scottish designer Fiona Krüger 
first hit headlines with intricate 
timepieces based on human skulls 
and more recently commanded 
attention with her Chaos collection. 
For this new line of watches, she 
designed and developed her very 
own mechanical movement – a feat 
usually reserved for large, established 
brands due to its complexity and cost.

For her, the best way to reach 
clients is with a finely tuned blend of 
online and offline communication: 
“We link bricks and mortar with tech 
to really engage with our clients,” 

she says. “Our job is to make the 
purchasing process effortless and 
enjoyable. If they want to buy online, 
why not make it easy for them? That 
being said, nothing beats meeting 
a client in person so we see events 
and bricks and mortar retail as a 
playground where we can excite 
them.

“With the right retailer, there’s a 
fantastic opportunity to engage with 
clients in new and exciting ways by 
doing something for them that they 
will remember and want to share. We 
see technology and creativity as tools 
to enhance the best bits of traditional 
retail – the human side. And, of 
course, nothing beats getting to see 
the pieces in person.” ■

IN FOCUS: The Designer

“I realised a watch could be anything you could dream of. It didn’t 

have to be round and flat, so I approach watchmaking like I would 

a work of art. Starting with a strong and relevant concept worth 

exploring, researching that idea and developing a design from 

that. I think true luxury today has to be meaningful. 

“After all, if I’m using the best materials and working with the 

best artisans, my designs should have some depth to them. So, I 

use watchmaking as my blank canvas on which to explore these 

big ideas in a creative way.

“Both collections dig into the idea of time. The Skull is the 

ultimate symbol of life, death and human experience. It’s instantly 

recognisable and perfectly reflects the human way of relating to 

time.

“The Chaos collection comes from the scientific approach to 

understanding time (it was actually inspired by quantum physics) 

and the motif of an explosion was ideal for representing all those 

big ideas in a recognisable manner.”

Scottish designer Fiona Krüger 
explains the theory behind her 
unusual designs…

IN FOCUS: On the Move

There was ‘transfer news’ in the world of Scottish jewellery in 

August when Hamilton & Inches, the Edinburgh-based luxury 

jewellers announced that it had appointed Jonathan Payne as its 

new managing director as it outlined plans to double its turnover 

over the next five years to £20m, Ken Symon writes.

Payne moved to the Edinburgh jeweller from Laings, the 

Glasgow-based jeweller, where he had served in a similar role.

His new employer said Payne will support chief executive 

officer Victoria Houghton and the team “in leading a new era for 

Hamilton & Inches”.

Houghton took up the post in March, replacing Stephen 

Paterson who stepped down after four decades with the business.

The firm said Payne will bring luxury retail management 

expertise to Hamilton & Inches, having been responsible for a 

£35m turnover at Laings across its Glasgow, Edinburgh, Cardiff 

and Southampton retail outlets.

Payne was previously sales and operations director at Holland 

& Barrett and head of retail operations for the Watches of 

Switzerland Group.

Hamilton & Inches said at the time it planned to invest in the 

training and development of the existing team, as well as make 

significant infrastructure updates.

Payne makes Hamilton & Inches switch

Fiona Krüger


