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Intima Asia meets with 10-year intimate apparel veteran, Catherine
Wong, Head Buyer and Merchandising Intimate Apparel at Robinsons
& Co,, to learn more about the evolution of Singapore mass retailing.
Robinson & Co was Singapore's first department store founded in
1858. Today, Robinson & Co. runs the Robinsons, John Little and
Marks and Spencer stores with 17 retail outlets in Singapore and
Malaysia.
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fter spending 7 years as SVP of Sales
Aand Operations of Lane Crawford, Franz
Kraatz took over the reins of Robinsons
& Co. last year as Managing Director. In his

new mission he committed to re-energizing X -
the brand and its product portfolio, improving ’ -
the customer experience and transforming the ~

retail format. He has done just that. With the

launch of their new flagship store “Robinsons
Orchard”, he has reinvented the brand,
breathed glamor and style into the local

market and set a new benchmark for Singa- Franz Kraatz

pore department store retailing: “Ushering Robinsons
Orchard, our very own free-standing department store, to
fruition within the world-renowned Orchard Road retail belt
is a particularly exciting chapter for us. With the array of
new and exclusive brands and the exceptional retail expe-
rience that shoppers can expect, we aim to be the new
retail standard for Singapore and continue to reinforce our
position.” Franz Kraatz says.

Mrs Wong, what was Robinsons’ vision?

Franz's vision was to deliver an evolution, designed to sat-
isfy Robinsons’ loyal customers with the brands that they
know and love, but also to present them with new and
exciting brands. We also seek to target a younger genera-
tion of well-travelled shoppers and tourists through the new
labels and a new interactive and personalised retail format.
How does Robinsons distinguish themselves from other
department stores in Asia?

All the department stores in the region are in reinvention
mode. Over the last two years we have seen significant
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changes to retail formats and new concept stores across
Singapore. It's very competitive and everyone is becoming
more fashion forward. Through architecting our brand port-
folio to a higher level, we are moving the Robinsons brand
to a premium position in the market and delivering an
enhanced customer experience.

Tell us about your mission for intimate apparel across
Robinsons.

Our team has a new misson. We are working hard to iden-
tify and source the hottest brands that all of our customers
know and love from their travels, that they would also like
to be able to buy at home. This means bringing their over-
seas brands to them, complemented by a mix of local
young designers. In our new Orchard intimate department,
for example, we carry limited edition collections of many
new brands. U'Agent, for instance, was our first new exclu-
sive brand in our flagship store, along with limited editions
of new local and overseas designer brands like The
Kooples, Paul & Joe Sister, Still, Cruise by Saturday as well
as Corewomen and Wasabee, which are exclusive house
brands to Robinsons. It's very new from the old Robinsons
brand portfolio and very different from the old Robinsons
strategy. We have been likened by some to London fashion
and lifestyle emporium Selfridges or Parisian multi-label
store Colette. This is unusual for a mass retailer and is a
reflection of our consumers positive reaction to the new
standard we are setting for Singapore department store
retailing.

How much has Robinsons invsested in the evolution?
The Al Futtaim Group has invested more than $40M in
Robinsons Orchard with a vision for creating innovation in
ideas, people and products and satisfying the discerning
desires of our Singaporean customer. The project was
spearheaded by home-grown interior design firm Design-
phase DBA and spans 186,000 square feet. Our flagship
store is located in the heart of the iconic Orchard Road
shopping belt and is architected across six floors and
houses to showcase some of the most covetable and
affordable brands and labels available on the market today.
In intimate apparel this includes LU'Agent Provocateur,
Emporio Armani, Eberjey, Mimi Holliday, DKNY, L'Agent,
Triumph, Wacoal and Maidenform to name a few.

What are the main features of the stores new design con-
cept?

Designed at every level to deliver an exceptional retail expe-
rience, our team’s aim was to become the new retail stan-
dard for Singapore and to continue to reinforce our position
as the leading Singapore retailer. When our customers
enter they will also be surprised visually by a number of
modern and standout architectural concepts. First they will
see the cascading light feature designed by Thierry Gau-
gain that “flows” down five floors, illuminating the circular
atrium and adding a “creative” ambience in store. As they
travel the escalators from floor to floor, they will be mes-

Over the last two years

we have seen significant

changes to retail formats
and new concept stores
across Singapore
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merized by a giant paper Molo Design sculpture, specially
commissioned and designed to engage the consumer’s
eye. Both of these have been a big success and many of
our customers have been taking photographs of our flag-
ship store.

How are you using technology?

Technology is used across the retail format to deliver on
our in-store experience, providing ease of access to one’s
favorite brands across the product categories. Proprietary
shopping applications have been designed to interact with
Robinsons digitally to deliver on our personalized and
enhanced customer experience.

Will Robinsons be venturing into e-commerce as part of
this evolution?

We are stronger today on digital - SMS, e-marketing and
social media. We are very focused on delivering the “expe-
rience and fit in-store”. We recognize the value of ana-
Iytics. We are not headed towards e-commerce at this time.
What is your personal definition of intimate apparel in
Singapore?

Intimate apparel today is trendier and more fashion forward
and our consumer is sexier and more confident. We can
see prints and colored lace across the collections. I'm sit-
ting here wearing a corset with my skirt and my jacket. In
the past people would have never done that in Singapore.
Is intimate apparel an important category for your store?
Yes, it's the foundation of our core apparel offering and
complements almost every category in-store.

How will you attract your new intimate apparel customer?
A Robinsons consumer can now come to one store and
under one roof receive a completely personalized intimate
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apparel shopping experience with all the international
brands she knows and loves from her travels abroad and
local and young designer brands. She will be served,
measured and fitted by a personal shopper. She will also
have the opportunity to experience a lot of new retail and
lifestyle offerings.

Walk us through the new intimate apparel customer
experience at Robinsons?

Level 1 provides the ultimate discovery of one’s favorite
perfumes from our Fragrance Bar. Here they will find the
A to Z of international fragrance brands that can be tried
and tested before purchasing. They can then stop at our
Hair Lab, and test out the latest dyes, brushes and treat-
ments. Now they have their new color, they can take the
escalator to level 2 where they will discover our Sunglasses
Bar that showcases more than 600 styles from affordable
to luxury brands. On level 3 they can now relax in our
Aveda Hair Salon — a 1,280 square ft. lifestyle salon that
features both professional hair styling services and pam-
pering treatments. When done, they can mix their intimates
with denim for that casual lifestyle look or discover on level
4 our men’s Shirt bar — where intimates can be comple-
mented by your favorite men’s shirt. This shirt bar is a
space, which spans across the entire length and breadth
of one wall, with 220 pigeon holes showcasing 10 labels
in a variety of colors, patterns, prints, textures and fits.
Three-way illuminated mirrors are used across the retail
format providing an unparalleled view when trying on gar-
ments, so that one can be sure to find the perfect match
here to complement our latest intimates collections. Finally
on level b, our clients can discover a completely new
boudoir. Our new home and bedding floor provides a loca-
tion, where customers are encouraged to test out the wide
range of beds and homewares in order to refresh or update
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their boudoir. We also provide food and drink items to com-
plete the intimate apparel experience.

How do you feel Robinsons is making the intimate
apparel offer unique compared to other reiailers?
Franz's mantra is always about new and exclusive brands
and the personalized customer experience. Our brand
promise is all about being trustworthy and making all luxury
brands accessible to all consumers. Our mission is to give
all of our consumers the best quality at an affordable price
in their desired brand range. This is why we diversify our
product offering in every category to reflect the different
brand passions of our consumers. Our personal shoppers
are all about lifting that personalized customer experience.
Our sales operations team is committed to delivering on
both the personalization and service in-store. We also work
closely with Lasalles College of the Arts to discover new
designers. Here, we leverage our team to provide a sup-
portive marketing environment for young up-and-coming
designers in order for our customers to support and expe-
rience local design talent.

What did the Robinsons woman want 5 years ago com-
pared to today?

The Singaporean client always wanted the t-shirt bra. She
still wants it today, that hasn’t changed, but before she was
quite conservative. If we told her that a product had new
technology used to deliver a softer lace before she would
not have accepted it. Now she is well-travelled, well-edu-
cated and more open to new experiences. She can now
accept that technology is changing many things. Organic
cotton, memory padding and fiber color are all delivering
new experiences for her and she is willing to pay for better
quality.

Choosing the right sized bra and fit remains a challenge
for clients. Some are still not willing to be fitted, or to accept

In the past, women
66 were looking only for
their basic needs — basic
t-shirt bras and skin tones.
But now women are more
daring — they accept
colored lace, embroidery
and even animal prints.
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or communicate their sizes. Making the right measure-
ments and doing the right fitting are a core focus to
increasing our customer’s intimate apparel experience in-
store.

How is she changing?

Travel is opening her mind. She now likes naughtier items
like Agent Provocateur and L'Agent — the range of prints
with the matching eye masks is also very sought after today.
Corsets are also popular for wearing underneath their
gowns and dresses. She understands her need for
“shaping”.

What is the trend in terms of the product offer for inti-
mate apparel?

In the past, women were looking only for their basic needs
— basic t-shirt bras and skin tones. But now women are
more daring — they accept colored lace, embroidery and
even animal prints.

What brands work best today?

Triumph and Wacoal are our two top selling brands across
all stores. Shapewear is very popular here in Singapore and
is still our best seller. Even the smallest size customers are
wearing shapewear every day. Clients looking for young,
vibrant and sexy designs are always attracted to Elle
McPherson and Triumph, and our mature customers are
attracted to Wacoal. However, we see that even Wacoal is
moving its designs to a younger audience now. Wacoal's
shaping bras are also popular across our more mature
clientele.

How do you juggle the diversity of the leading brands,
customer satisfaction and your store profits in this cat-
egory?

As you can see, the market definitely demands Wacoal
and Triumph, which we stock in all of our stores. We then
segment our clients by store for specific brands. Stores like
Orchard and Raffles City have a younger footfall. Therefore,
these stores demand younger brands such as L'Agent,
Hank Panky, Mimi Holliday and Emporio Armani. Whereby
our Jem store stocks a more basic range of everyday t-shirt
bras and shapewear provided by Triumph, Wacoal and
Jockey.

What brands haven’t worked well at Robinsons?

We used to carry brands such as Pleasure State and
Lejaby. Pleasure State, for example, was focused on “com-
fort”. Sales were slow and while the design was beautiful,
the cup fit and cutting was not ideal for an Asian cus-
tomer’s body shape. These are examples of brands that
have not worked in the past, but it's not to say with adap-
tation they won't in the future.

Tell us how you are engaging your Robinsons team for
change?

We are training all of our merchandising teams to mix and
match and we provide product training on a regular basis
to our sales and operations teams. We have taught every
single sales person - even our management teams - on

Shapewear is very
popular in Singapore
and is still our best seller.
Even the smallest size
customers are wearing it
every day.
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how to measure and fit our clients. Every single person who
works at Robinsonss in sales operations is capable of fitting
a client. We also give them product training on what brands
fit what body shapes etc.

What are the golden rules you expect your suppliers to
respect?

At Robinsons, we are very open to young designers and
new brands. Our core focus is on quantity and “newness”.
A selected designer must be able to meet our quantities,
deliver on time and with consistent quality and support our
“on consignment” deal terms. Almost 90 percent of all
brands are on consignment. This means that they will
share the pricing risk if it doesn’t sell well. By taking a lim-
ited edition of select pieces on consignment from each
brand, we attract our consumer with new offerings based
on a shared risk model, where we both have the opportu-
nity to test the brand with our local market.

What advice would you give to a new designer pitching
their brand to Robinsons?

Be clear about your quantities and delivery options. Be
ready to work with us to support the co-investment and
promotion of your brand. We recognize that lingerie design
is very niche. Financially, it's not easy to set up a lingerie
business. You need economies of scale, so we work hard
to support designers to build their brands in the local
market through marketing and communications campaign
support.

Can your designers control the price in-store?

If they don’t want us to discount, the designer can maintain
the price, injecting new ideas for merchandising or mar-
keting campaigns to push their product sales. If not, they
put us in a position where we must find an alternative
brand that will work with our customer base.

For young designer talent, when we discount we share
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the pain - so we work to discover what designers need
from our marketing and visual merchandising teams to
help them build their brands. An example of this was
when we first launched Jem in June 2013, we bought in
celebrities in-store to help promote the local designer’s
brand and generated strong PR and footfall to deliver
volume sales.

Put the priorities of the principles of marketing in order
of importance for intimate apparel for the Singaporean
customer...

Brand, Positioning, Price. A Singaporean client is still
focused on price. Our sales, now only twice a year, have
very passionate Robinsons Cardholders seeking top
brands at a special price.

What has been missing on the high street today that
Robinsons addresses?

Before the launch of Robinsons Orchard, Singapore did
not have the high fashion brands to cater to our dis-
cerning customers who are travelled and well-versed in
international fashion labels. Also, three factors stand out
today specifically related to delivery on the customer
experience for a new generation of consumers — first, is
personalization and interactivity, second, is quality and
third, is service. Our new Orchard flagship store seeks to
address these specific factors directly.

What does Robinsons look for in intimate apparel
today?

Shaping bras and body shaping are strong growth
engines for Robinsons. There’s also good growth in lace
bras, especially push-up padded lace bras. T-shirt bras
are still very popular. Our Orchard store, which tends to
attract an expat market clientele, also has a great range
of minimizers, which sell well to those clients.

What are good sellers at Robinsons?

Shaping from Spanx, core basics from Triumph, Wacoal
and Maidenform, bralets from Hanky Panky, non-padded
bras from L'Agent, lace bras from Chantelle and Mimi
Holliday, push-up bras from Maidenform are all top
sellers. Licensed brands such as Calvin Klein and DKNY
always do well. Other popular lingerie brands include the
following: L'Agent, Calvin Klein, DKNY, Eberjey, Spankx,
Maidenform, Sloggi, Passionata, Chantelle, Valisere,
Hanky Panky, Mimi Holliday, Triumph, Wacoal, Elle and
Emporio Armani. Accessories brands that are popular
include Fogal, The Brag Company, Booty Parlour, Falke,
Oroblu, Flaunt and Hollywood Accessories. With strong
air conditioning across the offices, customers are always
coming for two boxes of nipple pads. For well-endowed
women, in-store we have a full range of Maidenform min-
imizer sizes from A-F to cater to her.

What is your general impression on the different trends
for next season?

Colored lace, more geometrical designs, silks, tribal pat-
tern mixes and subtle 2-tones on lace fabrics. L'Agent
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AW14 is really beautiful. | can't stop looking at it hanging
on the rail...

If Pantone say the color for the year is Royal Purple, do
you always follow the color trend?

Lingerie is still a foundation garment so we typically sup-
port all color trends — but we cannot support neon! Also,
we note that not a lot of brands carry white anymore, even
if it is a color for summer.

What are your next focus colors?

Royal Purple, Cherry Red and Pale Pink.

Is there anything particularly exciting you saw for the
next A/W season in terms of product or brands?

I've been in lingerie for 10 years and for so many years |
have not been impressed by bra designs. But we were
inspired by the collections of some French brands such
as Aubade and Chantelle. Vanity Fair is being reinvigo-
rated to a more European concept and we liked their
styles. We are also in discussions with Elle McPherson —
their lace and bras are very beautiful and they are a strong
fit for our Asian customer.

Why lace this season?

I’'m really crazy about lace right now. To me, the different
laces epitomize the femininity of a woman. Rather than
if you are wearing a plain t-shirt bra, a soft lace or an
embroidery lace can communicate more effectively the
personality of a woman. Singapore is summer all year
round. With the weather, Singaporean women wear a lot
of t-shirts, therefore there is still a strong demand for
nipple pads and t-shirt bras. Now, women are more
inclined to adopt a soft lace bra with their t-shirt.

What is missing in the lingerie offering by brands today?
We have not seen affordable “customization” but we
would like to. In China, we see a manufacturer who
delivers a “customized offer” to VIP customers, whereby
a customer can choose the cutting, fabrics and have a
couture garment delivered within 3 weeks.

The closest we can get to this is to analyze our card-
holder’s purchases and to promote brands that match
their purchasing habits in partnership with our personal-
ized shoppers and our brand partners. Personalised
shopping is the best channel we have to take the time to
understand our client’s event schedule and then to sup-
port and deliver on the “personalized” experience in-
store.

When will you finish seeing collections?

We buy twice a year. We finish seeing Spring/Summer in
July and in January we see Autumn/Winter. Some brands
will spread it out to four times a year that we work to, but
most are twice a year.

In these continually tough retail times, what should a
department store expect from its vendors?

The real focus should be on commitment to range of col-
lection, quantities and quality and especially in Singapore
— price.
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Over the last 10 years has Singapore seen an impact
from recessionary times?

No, we have the lipstick effect. Singaporean women will
always buy their underwear.

You have been an intimate apparel buyer for 10 years
now. Tell us about your journey.

10 years! | had not even realized that until now. It went
so fast!

Did you know...

Robinsons and Company was founded in 1858 and is
today owned by the Al-Futtaim Group. It operates three
brands in the local market — John Little, Marks and
Spencer and Robinsons. It's owner, Al-Futtaimm, was
founded in the 1930’s as a trading business. Today, it
operates through more than 65 companies across a
diverse array of sectors, employing more than 20,000
people around the world. Singaporeans are very attached
to Robinsons. In 2003, more than 2,500 people signed
a petition to stop its sale to foreign owners when its share-
holders, OCBC Bank and Great Eastern Holdings, put up
the entire retail operations for sale. This was suspended
due to the lack of a suitable acquirer, but it was later sold
in 2008 to UAE-based Al-Futtaim Group, a conglomerate
who owns a range of businesses including automotive,
electronics, insurance and real estate companies. Prior
to Franz's arrival, Robinsons had sales so frequently that
it was dubbed the "Mustafa of Orchard Road" for its fre-
quent warehouse sales. The former CEO spent $7 million
revamping the Centrepoint outlet to no avail. Franz insti-
tuted sales only twice a year. They had a $7M renovation
flop at their Centrepoint location and a failed entrance in
Singapore's luxurious Marina Bay Sands in 2011. In
2013, Franz pulled them out of the prestigious location
due to the demands for a proper department store
format...and in 2014, Robinsons Orchard was born.
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