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Seasalt Surging On 
We recently caught up with 

Seasalt, one of the many 

exciting companies we 

work with, to see how 

retail’s faring for them. 

After predictions that 

ethical retail would take a 

hit we thought this Cornish 

based, family-owned 

business that emphasises 

their ethical values would 

provide some insight. 

They say people ‘aren’t 

placing less emphasis on 

ethical products but are 

buying with more 

discretion’. 

Seasalt provide long-lasting 

quality and ethical choice at 

competitive prices. They 

absorb much of the extra 

cost, so that  ‘customers 

can choose us over a similar 

product with the added 

benefit of our ethical 

stance’. 

This strategy is clearly 

working. Seasalt have seen 

like-for-like 

growth in all 

areas of the 

business. Their 

online business 

is ‘thriving’ and 

their wholesale 

business is 

experiencing 

‘dramatic 

growth.’ 

Seasalt are a 

family owned 

business and 

won the Yell UK 

Best Family Business award 

a couple of years ago.  

There is no CEO or MD, 

rather leadership is shared 

between the three 

Chadwick brothers and all 

major business decisions 

are made by consensus. 

The management has a 

strong family commitment 

to the business and a 

shared vision. 

This commitment and vision 

led to the three 

brothers once 

being named 

“Directors of 

the Month” by 

the Institute of 

Directors. 

One of the elements of 

this business vision is the 

belief that customer 

service is a key factor in 

providing a pleasurable 

shopping experience. 

Customers, they say, 

‘expect and deserve good 

service.’ 

The company uses 

mystery shopping 

because, as the ‘business 

has grown and we have 

opened more branches … 

we can’t personally visit 

our stores as regularly as 

we used to.’ 

They emphasise the 

importance of responsible 

mystery shopping: it is not a 

tool to be used against shop 

floor staff. Seasalt and 

Insight Retail both believe 

that it is a useful tool as long 

as the results are responded 

to constructively: to 

highlight staff training 

requirements, or indeed 

reward particular 

achievements. 

Seasalt are ‘very excited 

about the future. They 

‘want to continue to do 

what we do best – making 

and selling the best clothes 

in the most responsible way 

– and, of course, keep 

enjoying it!’ 
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that brand no matter how 
stellar the service in stand-
alone stores or on other 
channels. 

 

Concessions are particularly 
troublesome because they 
impact not just on that 
brand, but on the 
department store that 
provides it a home.   

 

No retailer is a hero to its 

customers.  Like make-up 

good customer service 

requires daily application, 

and pretty frequent checks 

in the mirror. 

‘Beauty is truth, truth 

beauty, - that is all 

ye know on earth, and all 

ye need to know.’ 

Good looks launched a 
thousand ships and, with 
them, the Trojan War.  By 
the Renaissance they were 
a physical sign of the worth 
of one’s soul and God’s 
favour, and by the early 
19th century Keats was able 
to write ‘beauty is truth, 
truth beauty’. 
 
At the end of the 20th 
century things got more 
prosaic with a court case 
over ‘lookism’.  That is, 
discriminative practises in 
favour of the pretty. 
 
Recent research in the 
Journal of Retailing and 
Customer Services suggests 
that physical attractiveness 
of a customer-facing 
employee does have an 
impact on customer 
satisfaction. 

Until now the evidence 
suggested something 
rather odd: a physically 
attractive person was 
considered more 
trustworthy and honest, 
they were believed to 
provide better service, and 
yet, the customer’s 
satisfaction wasn’t any 

higher. 
 
The results were 
consistent across genders 
and all age groups. 
 
As in all things, however, 
moderation is best.  The 
research also found that if 
the perceived difference in 

attractiveness between 
service employee and 
customer was too high 
(that the sales assistant’s 
just too good-looking) then 
satisfaction is considerably 
lower.   

Beautyõs in the eye of the beholder, and the walletõs in their hand 

ôThe best thing is to look natural; to look natural takes make-upõ 

The great American film 
critic Richard Corliss once 
said that ‘no star is a 
heroine to her makeup 

artist’. 

The same is true for 
brands.  The customers 
dealing with one member 

of staff who is having a bad 
day will see through the 
sympathetic lighting and 
the reputation to the 
crevices and the wrinkles 
that lie between promise 
and delivery. 

 

Why the laboured 
metaphor?  Well, because 
this is particularly the case 
for concessions – such as 
make-up counters.   

 

The impression customer 
service creates at a 
concession in one 
particular department 
store, on one particular day 
will shape their opinion of 

 
Luckily, the research has 
hope for everyone.  
Apparently the biggest 
impact on the customer’s 
perception of physical 
attractiveness was the 
cleanliness and tidiness of 
the sales assistant’s hair.   
 
So there’s even hope for us. 

Because they’re worth it 

Detail of Rembrandt’s painting of Danaë 



refines the working 
practices and procedures’. 
 
The other major concern, 
raised by Nick White from 
Cambridge is that HA 
suffers from a fundamental 
flaw: ‘the basic concept of 
auditing against standards 
will always fail to capture 
the qualitative nature of  
our business.’ 
 
This is, of course, true.  
Though one must establish 
standards, they are nigh-on 
impossible to judge 
objectively.  The best that 
can be achieved, in 
practice, is a sampling of 
subjective opinions of both 
your own venue and your 
competitors.  Quality in 
such businesses is like a 
mosaic: a million little 
pieces that,  
from a distance, forms a 
whole picture. 
 
It was this aspect that Tony 
Davies of Brunel University 
highlighted.  HA does not 
provide an objective ideal 
that is, ultimately, 
unattainable.  Rather 

Hospitality Assured is the 
Institute of Hospitality’s 
scheme to mark out certain 
levels of quality in caterers.  
In particular, it’s become 
useful for universities to 
signify a seriousness about 
catering. 
 
Over the past month or so 
we’ve been looking into 
Hospitality Assured and 
have talked about it with 
both members and non-
members. 
 
The reason that insitutions 
don’t have the mark, is 
simple.  As Alison Aucott of 
Manchester University put 
it, ‘the costs outweigh the 
benefits’.  The time and 
money required to attain 
HA status was simply not 
felt to be worth it, 
especially for smaller 
institutions. 
 
Henry Hulme of Newman 
University College and 
previously Birmingham City 
Council did acknowledge, 
however, that ‘it certainly 
tests out the nuts and bolts 
of the organisation and 

Filling your canteen 
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groups with the 
mark are 
‘measured 
against other 
organisations in 
our industry’.  
He also 
comments that 
there is a clear 
benefit in 
‘having a yearly 
examination of 
the business 
procedures and 
processes and 

examining the service we 
offer … this keeps us on 
track.’  He added that the 
accreditation ‘gives our 
staff confidence’. 
 
This was echoed by Nick 
Leach of Portsmouth 
University who said that ‘it 
was a great morale boost 
for the staff.’  He 
continued to say that 
‘although you know you 
are doing a good job, 
sometimes you never stop 
to check or turn around to 
see how your customer 
sees you and your service.  
Hospitality Assured help 
you to do that.’ 
 
The scheme has limited 

recognition among every-

day consumers or, in 

universities, students.  

However it is widely 

recognised within the 

industry and for 

businesses looking to 

attract conferences or 

other similar special 

events it can be a great 

help. 

O.N.S. Change 
The Office for National 
Statistics has changed the 
way it measures retail sales.  
The previous system was 
regularly criticised.  With 
the new method, known as 
‘chain-linking’, the 
estimates of sales values 
will be revised downwards. 
 
Overall the volume of retail 
sales in April 2009 was 0.7% 
higher than a year ago.  
This is the smallest increase 
since 1996.  The statistics 
now available suggest first 
quarter growth of just 
0.3%. The monthly figure 
masks large differences 
between sectors of the 
retail market. 
 
Predominately food stores’ 
sales volume increased by 
1.5%. While the largest 
increase was in textile, 
clothing and footwear 
stores which saw a rise of 
11.9%. 
 
Household goods, a sector 
that’s had a particularly 
torrid time of late, 
continued to suffer 
declining sales, with a drop 
of 7.9% on the previous 
year. 
 
Non-specialised stores, 
such as department stores, 
reported surprisingly strong 
growth at 2.4%, the highest 
level since June 2008.  This 
made them the strongest 
sector after textile, clothing 
and footwear stores. 
 
In short, news from the 
dismal science just got a bit 
more accurate, but no less 
dismal. 



Customer Insight Services 

www.insightretail.com 

Understanding the importance of excellent customer service is easy.  

Monitoring it across multiple outlets and channels and ensuring that a 

customer-focused culture is embedded at every level is considerably more 

difficult. 

Here at IRC, we are dedicated to raising the standard of customer service 

throughout the retail and leisure sector. 

Unlike standard mystery shopping, our Customer Insight programme does not 

merely monitor customer service: we want to help you actively improve the 

performance of your staff, further understand the expectations of your custom-

ers and ensure that your standards are being met everywhere. 

Our small team work closely with our clients to provide bespoke programmes 

tailored to their unique needs. 

If you would like more information about Customer Insight or to com-

ment on our newsletter, weôd love to hear from you.  Please contact 

csm@insightretail.com on 0117  930 4536.   

34 Frogmore Street 

Bristol BS1 5NA 

Tel: +44 (0) 117 930 4536 

Fax: +44 (0) 117 930 4664 

IRC provide a professional consulting service 

to the retail, leisure and hospitality sectors.  

Our areas of expertise include mystery 

shopping programmes, market and consumer 

research, retail and leisure property 

acquisitions, property management, shop 

fitting and store design, franchising & joint 

venture and international expansion.  
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For the latest 
news about IRC 
and its clients , 
visit http://
www.insightretail
.com/
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They’re a retailer that 
understands the various 
factors that delivers 
value to the customer.  
Most especially, they get 
the importance of ethical 
concerns. 
 
They have pioneered the 
use of organic cotton 
and are heavily involved 

in the communities of 
which their shops are 
a part of.  This aspect 
of their business is 
not window-dressing.  
It is a core element of 
what makes Seasalt 
Seasalt. 
 
Four of their stores 
have adopted 
beaches which they 
regularly clean and 
the company provides 
clothes for fund-
raising fashion shows 
run by local schools. 
 
The focus on 
customer service and 
integration into their 
community has 
delivered dividends as 
their continued 
growth demonstrates. 

Seasalt, Seasalt, cleaning the seashore 

In today’s market we 
are all willing to shop 
around for the best 
deal.  What matters is 
not what is cheapest, 
but what delivers the 
best value. 
 
You see, value is not 
simply about price: it is 
about affordability, 
experience and 
customer service. 
 
To those three areas 
that determine the 
perceived value of 
something we can add 
a fourth: ethics. 
 
The growth in ethical 
goods over recent 
years has been driven 
by greater awareness 
of the surrounding 
issues, wider reach by 
distributors and 

commodity and food 
inflation that’s made less 
ethical products almost 
as expensive. 
 
Seasalt, a Cornish, family-
owned retailer is a 
company we’ve worked 
with over recent years, 
helping them source 
stores in towns such as 
Salcombe. 

mailto:csm@insightretail.com

