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E-commerce

9 Online retail sales are forecast to increase by more 
than 56%, to £35bn, over the next four years. 
Mishcon de Reya and Property Week invited e-tailers, 
retailers and landlords to discuss “Bricks and clicks” — 
the future of “physical” and online shopping.

The event earlier this month was hosted by Giles 
Barrie, editor of Property Week and Susan Freeman, 
partner in the real estate group at Mishcon de Reya, 
and the debate was chaired by Retail Week editor 
Tim Danaher. Aditi Shah reports

RETAIL + LEISURE

BRICKS, 
CLICKS 
AND NEW
TRICKS

MARK SEBBA chief executive, Net-A-Porter
One day I am quite sure we will have a physical presence, 
but what form it will take I don’t quite know. We are not 
really retailers. We don’t have the skills and knowledge 
to operate a store. 

One of the attractions of Net-A-Porter is we have an 
enormous warehouse full of products. If you go online, 
you have easy access to them. To physically have the 
same variety in a store is impossible and that means we 
are not creating the same element of service available 
on the internet. So, if and when we have a store, we will 
have to give it some other form. 

There is a very strong symbiotic relationship between 
the internet and physical stores. The strategy for the 
brands we sell is to combine an online exposure with 
their own transactional website and a few multi-brand 
retailers. But the risk for brands is when they have a 
distribution policy across a large number of physical 
retailers because it is very easy today for physical retailers 
to go online. Once that happens, it is very di­  cult for 
luxury retailers to maintain their exclusivity. 

Talking eds: Retail Week’s Tim Danaher (left) and 
Property Week’s Giles Barrie asked the questions
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Ready to wear: Net-A-Porter 
sells designer clothing and 
accessories online only
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MIKE SHEARWOOD chief executive, Aurora Fashions
For e-commerce to be successful in the bricks-and-mortar business, it has 
to be part of the DNA of the business. You have to give customers the same, 
consistent experience you have in stores.

Retail success was once about having the right product at the right place 
and right time. Traditional bricks and mortar retailers used to decide when 
and where they wanted to sell products, and 
on what days and times, because they were in 
control. This has changed and the consumer is 
now in control all the time. They decide when 
and how they want to shop, and it’s 24/7. The 
internet has given people unlimited choice and, 
if you don’t have the product they want or like, 
they will go somewhere else. Technology has 
blurred all boundaries and consumers don’t 
care where they get their product from. 

I think a lot of traditional retailers have not 
embraced e-commerce well. While they allow 
customers to shop online, they don’t allow them 
to return products in stores. Customers that are 
allowed store returns don’t always get the best 
service from the sta�  because they see this as 
robbing their sales and 
commission. We need to blur 
the boundaries between 
store and online sales.

JULIA REYNOLDS chief executive, Figleaves.com 
Everybody has jumped on the e-commerce bandwagon and 
multi-channel retailing will be the way forward. 

But there are very few e-commerce businesses that are 
pro� table and a massive amount of money has been sunk 
into it over the last decade. So while it may seem like it is all 
happening here, it is also very tough. 

The fastest-growing sector of internet users are the “silver 
surfers” — those over 55 years of age, that make up a large part 
of our customer base. These are the people that don’t 
particularly like to shop in stores because of their health or 
shape or whatever other reason. They are moving away from 
the traditional mail order-catalogue business to buying online. 

But while there was a time when you could buy certain 
products only on � gleaves.com, you can now buy it anywhere 
and in any shape or form. Customers are also far more 
discerning. They are fussy about service and about where and 
how they want their 
products. The whole 
model has changed 
and it’s about treating 
customers with respect, 
because unless you 
adapt your behaviour 
you will lose them. 

RICHARD HYMAN strategic retail adviser, Deloitte 
Over the last 10 years, there has been a 22% increase in retail 
capacity, with an equal split between the internet and bricks and 
mortar. The internet has been a signi� cant source of increasing 
retail capacity, but it has not really created any 
additional demand for space. It has cannibalised 
business that would take place in the retail 
environment if the internet had not existed. 

Most major retailers in the UK still have more property than 
they need, but that doesn’t stop them wanting more space in 
certain locations. This is because physical shopping locations are 

living and breathing destinations that have a centre of gravity. 
In � ve years’ time the optimum site will not be the same, as the 
centre of gravity will have shifted. Retailers can’t really get in and 
out of leases every � ve years, so in order to defend their market 

share they will still want additional space.  
I think a very di� erent kind of retail 

market will emerge in the future. There 
will still be demand for state-of-the-art 

property, but what we are really going to see in this vastly 
competitive market is lower margins, more intense competition 
and polarisation between strong and weak retail space. 9 
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Consumers 
don’t care 
where they 
get their 
product from

High street aura: Aurora Fashions 
trades as Karen Millen (above), 
Warehouse, Oasis and Coast

The fastest-growing 
sector of internet users 
are the “silver surfers”

No lingerie doubts: Figleaves.com 
sells underwear online only

The internet has 
cannibalised business
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