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Conviviality Retail 
uncorks a new offer 
The group that owns Wine Rack and Bargain Booze is raising its 
in-store game. John Ryan talks to Conviviality boss Diana Hunter 

L ast week the promisingly named 
C o n v i v i a l i t y Reta i l u n v e i l e d 
a strong set of results. Profits 
were up more t h a n 30% a n d 

store numbers across the group's three 
fascias, Bargain Booze, BB's Warehouse 
and Wine Rack, were d o w n by 62. 

T h a t does raise t w o rather s ignal 
quest ions - d i d C o n v i v i a l i t y Reta i l 
h a v e some t r u l y a w f u l stores a n d 
equally, w h a t has i t done r ight to per­
f o r m w e l l w i t h fewer outlets? 

A t W i n e Rack, the (much) smaller 
part of Conviv ia l i ty ' s p o r t f o l i o , there 
has been change a n d i t has y i e l d e d 
results , according to chief executive 
Diana Hunter. 

" I t h i n k it 's rea l ly d i f f i c u l t to look 
back at the past, but the disappearance 
o f c e r t a i n p l a y e r s [eg T h r e s h e r s 
a n d V i c t o r i a W i n e ] has le f t a gap i n 
the market , " she says. "Customers do 
s t i l l value a h i g h street wines and spir­
its specialist." 

Three-pronged approach 
Hunter, credited w i t h the rol l -out of the 
L i t t l e Waitrose f o r m a t at the epony­
mous grocer prior to taking the reins at 
C o n v i v i a l i t y , has been q u i c k of f the 
m a r k as far as change at store level is 
concerned, especially w i t h Wine Rack. 

Towards the end of 2013, she tasked 
design consul tancy H o u s e h o l d w i t h 
d e f i n i n g C o n v i v i a l i t y ' s b r a n d p r o ­
posit ions and creating a tone of voice 
for each. 

The outcome was three distinct p h i ­
l o s o p h i e s . B a r g a i n Booze Classic , 
w h i c h is d e f i n e d as a ' t o p - u p ' off-
licence, w o u l d be demarcated as cheap 
and w i t h a good choice. Bargain Booze 
Select Convenience w o u l d have more 
i n - s t o r e r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s a n d a 
b r o a d e r c h o i c e , w h i l e W i n e Rack 
w o u l d be a d e s t i n a t i o n shop for the 
enthusiast w h o wants to k n o w more. 

T h i s looks s u s p i c i o u s l y l i k e the 
supermarket mantra of 'good, better, 
best ' , b u t i t is u n u s u a l for i t to be 
applied to beers, wines and spirits stan­
dalone shops. 

CONVIVIALITY 
RETAIL 
Fasc ias Bargain Booze, 
BB's Warehouse, Wine 
Rack 
Pre-tax profit for year 
to April 2 7 £ 9 . 3 m - u p 
31.5% 
Number of Wine R a c k s 
to open this year 15 
Number of Bargain 
Booze branches to 
open this year 60+ 
Design Household 

Wine Rack has ditched its 
old store design (above) 
for all of its new openings 

A c c o r d i n g to Julie Oxberry, manag­
ing director of Household, for Bargain 
Booze that meant the stores should be 
places w h e r e " s h o p p i n g , soc iab i l i ty 
and entertaimnent meet". The idea of 
an off-licence being i n the 'entertain­
ment business' savs quite a lot perhaps 
about what constitutes f u n i n the U K , 
b u t as a f o r m of p o s i t i o n i n g i t does 
seem to have w o r k e d for the brand. 

A n d Hunter betrays her supermarket 
roots - a lbe i t an u p m a r k e t grocer -
w i t h the idea that the o p p o r t u n i t y at 
Wine Rack should be to bridge the gap 
between supermarket w i n e deal shop­
p i n g and fine w i n e merchants. Practi­
cally, that meant a n e w - l o o k store at 
West Byfleet i n Surrey, the small com­
muter v i l lage that is often v i e w e d as 
part of greater Woking. 

Here , shoppers were treated to a 
more i n f o r m a l take on the business of 
selling w i n e , w h i c h retained the not ion 
of expertise. 
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IRiT S P E C I A L I S T 
The new-format 
Wine Rack in West 
Byf leet has the 
look and feel of 
an upmarket 
independent store 

SIT DOWN 
i TASTE 
SOMETHING NEW 
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Expert opinion 
The b u l k of the Wine Rack store portfo­
l i o at present boasts a royal blue fascia. 
I t 's q u i t e h a r d to m i s s , b u t w o u l d 
h a r d l y be classed as subtle. A n d the 
b o l d w h i t e font that is used smacks 
rather less of qual i ty and considerably 
m o r e of deals a n d p r i c e . T r a v e l to 
West Byfleet however, and things are 
more subdued. 

A watery sea-blue aquamarine col­
our takes the place of the royal blue and 
w h e r e a great m a n y s tandard W i n e 
Racks have large posters that shout 
p r i c e , pr i ce , pr i ce , a graphic o n the 
w i n d o w of the new store reinforces the 
not ion that advice is on hand. 

A s for the interior, a standard Wine 
Rack is posited broadly on getting a fair 
a m o u n t of stock out on the f loor a n d 
there may even be the sense of over­
crowding. 

N o t so i n Wes t B y f l e e t , w h e r e 
w o o d e n f l o o r b o a r d s , a w h i t e t i l e d 
serv ice c o u n t e r a n d w a l l s , a n d a 
b lack c e i l i n g v o i d combine to create 
the a m b i e n c e of an i n d e p e n d e n t 
w i n e retailer. 

It is the sort of place that w i l l be vis­
i t e d by those i n the k n o w and those 
w a n t i n g to be so, rather than the h i g h 
street deal-seeker - a l t h o u g h p r i c e 
remains important . 

There are qui te a n u m b e r of w i n e 
shops on affluent h igh streets that look 
and feel l ike this. However, they are the 
preserve of the independent w i n e mer­
chant, not the chain. That is w h a t sets 
this store apart and validates the ambi­
t i o n to s m o o t h the t r a n s i t i o n f r o m 
supermarket to fine w i n e shop. 

In-store there are notes i n the f o r m of 
cartoon-style graphics that sit next to 
selected bottles in tended to te l l shop­
pers a l i t t l e more about w h a t they are 
looking at. 

This is a familiar design trope. Visit a 
store such as the upscale Cambridge 
Wine Merchants, on that city's Bridge 
Street, and almost every bottle on dis­
play has a handwri t ten label around its 
neck bearing, presumably, a member of 

The new BB's Warehouse 
store in Wakefield places 
an emphasis on price and 
accessibility 

staff's o p i n i o n of w h a t to expect f r o m 
tire contents. That might not be possible 
i n an operat ion o n the scale of W i n e 
Rack, but a good attempt has been made 
to do so - i t is s imi lar to Waterstones' 
practice of p lac ing s taf f -wri t ten book 
reviews around its shelves. 

I t is a w i n e shop w i t h mass-market 
a m b i t i o n s t h e n , b u t i t also boasts a 
local and specialist face. According to 
Hunter, the new look is being taken to 

a l l n e w W i n e Rack stores t h i s year, 
w h i c h w i l l mean 15 others w i l l f o l l o w 
the West Byfleet template. 

Mass-market appeal 
There are also big changes afoot at Bar­
gain Booze. As w e l l as modernising its 
extensive store port fol io - i t w i l l have 
refreshed its w h o l e estate, r u n n i n g 
to just shy of 600 stores, by September 
- t h e r e t a i l e r has j u s t o p e n e d i t s 
f i r s t BB's Warehouse i n W a k e f i e l d , 
West Yorkshire. 

The b u l k of the Bargain Booze stores 
are franchises b u t the p i l o t BB's Ware­
house, w h i c h measures 2,700 sq ft, w i l l 
be company-owned and is something 
of a departure for Convivia l i ty Retail. 

Posited on the n o t i o n that the more 
you buy, the more y o u save, this is, as 
the name suggests, a warehouse-style 
store where the emphasis is o n acces­
s i b i l i t y a n d a democrat ic approach , 
according to Oxberry. 

The decision to open the i n i t i a l store 
i n Wakefield is indicat ive perhaps of a 
retailer that is not hidebound by affluent 
metropoli tan locations, but one whose 
stores are intended to have mass appeal. 

So where does a l l this act ivi ty leave 
Convivial i ty? I n less than a year, i t is a 
retailer that has taken the measure of its 
estate and decided o n a clear course of 
a c t i o n , segment ing its offer w i t h a 
series of w e l l - d e f i n e d f o r m a t s a n d 
p r o d u c t p r o p o s i t i o n s . B u t does th is 
mean that the success e l i c i t e d by its 
recent results is set to continue? 

The changes look impressive so far. 
I f successful, management and inves­
tors w i l l be popping the corks. 
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