
taking stock

A self-confessed “little Aussie boy who came out of stack 
em high & watch em fly retailing”, Tim Edwards is charged with 
sending the Noel Leeming brand forward into its second half 
century and beyond.

Ironically having worked at Harvey Norman from the 
mid-1990s, Edwards went into luxury furniture until 2008, which 
is where he learned that price isn’t everything.

In 2009, as COO alongside CEO John Journee and with Noel 
Leeming owned by private equity firm Gresham, the pair was 
charged with deciding if the retailer should be sold or shut down.

Edwards addressed everything about Noel Leeming that was 
customer facing while John Journee kept the operation running, 
which he did in no uncertain terms.

Make no bones about it, the Kiwi retailer needed turning 
around. Morale was low, investment sparing and, in 2008 (the year 
before the private equity owner brought in Edwards and Journee), 

About the “new” Noel Leeming

With the roll-out of the new branding all-but finished, Tim Edwards, CEO of Noel 
Leeming Group since August 2013, took time out to talk about turning the iconic retailer 
around and more. steve Bohling reports.

ABOUT THOSE TVCS…

I Asked TIm edwArds about the new TVCs by FCB which 

kicked off in early September. They were certainly out of the 

box, unexpected to say the least… “We wanted the TVCs to be 

a signal of change. 

“We wanted to cut across what everyone was doing, 

including ourselves, which was shouting at the customer… So, 

we have even toned down our new product & price ads, with a 

new voiceover and no words to the old jingle. 

“Do I think it’ll make customers look twice? Do I think that 

there’s nothing else in the NZ marketplace like it? Yes – so it’s 

achieved what we wanted. 

“And people are talking about it – we got over 1,000 Likes on 

Facebook in two hours when we launched it last Sunday night. 

We wanted to take New Zealand by surprise…” Result.

(FCB is also responsible for Mitre 10’s step changing “Bring on 

the Weekend” campaign. Check out Noel Leeming’s YouTube 

channel here: http://bit.ly/1vFwzkU)

Noel Leeming had lost its number one position in the market.
In a refreshingly candid recent internal video, staff talk about 

the period and the “faded” brand, internal difficulties, about 
feeling “under the gun” and being unable to change. Added to this 
was the fact that the GFC was also at its height.

That was then…
“The business was in trouble,” says Tim Edwards. “We came with 
the opportunity to really look at the business and talk to Gresham 
about what they should do – should they close it down? Should 
they try and sell it right then and there?”

But there was a third option: should they try and rebuild it and 
then sell it? Edwards admits this was the hardest of the three 
options: “Especially considering we were right in the middle of the 
GFC – madness! But the core of the business – the people – was 
fantastic!”

By December 2011 and still owned by private equity, the retailer 
had got its number one status and mojo back. John Journee has 
called this “a pivotal moment”, at which time Noel Leeming had 
proved that it could turn itself around. The sale to The Warehouse 
Group ensued the following year – job done.

What had changed? Tim Edwards explains how it all unfolded: 
“What we realised was that we weren’t going to get anywhere just 
selling the cheapest product. So we had to do more and we knew 
then (this was six years ago) that services would be the key for us 
– end to end services we call it – easily said and hard to deliver, 
right?”

Started under private equity, Tech Solutions was the first 
indicator of this service re-orientation and now features across 
almost every store in the group. What’s more, the experience 
accumulated with Tech Solutions showed that customers also 
wanted to be educated around how to use the products especially 
new technology.

So, still under private equity, Noel Leeming started trialling what 
we now know as Open Learning Centres in St Lukes in Auckland 
– a specialist, three tables and a 3.5m2 space offering free 
30-minute tutorials for new smart device purchasers.

Open Learning Centres have since proliferated around the store 
network and, with a programme around investment in people, 
their skills and knowledge, as discussed in more detail below, this 
service-based outlook has become a cornerstone of the “new” Noel 
Leeming.

So, what is this “new” Noel Leeming? Tim Edwards’ bottom line 
on Noel Leeming’s offering is: “Right product, right price, 
passionate people, expert service and leading services.”
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SIGNALLING CHANGE IN-STORE

wITh The wInds of change blowing through Noel Leeming 

internally, through its people and systems, by the second week 

of September all 77 stores had largely been revamped inside 

and out.

Store fronts have been cleaned up, and are now (except for 

the exclusive Fly Buys offer) less cluttered by promotional signage 

or posters. The red and yellow colours refer back to the retailer’s 

heritage but have been brought up to date.

Now there’s a portal attached to every store, and the interiors 

have been decluttered. Tim edwards talk about being “a bit 

more laser focused” around merchandising, although individual 

category areas still have their own personalities, just as individual 

stores still have theirs.

Talking of categories, some will be changing. “If you can’t be 

number one or number two in a particular segment you have to 

ask why are you doing it,” says Tim Edwards pointedly.

Take photo printing, “isn’t what it used to be for us” and 

doesn’t now generate significant traffic that dwells for any 

length of time. This space will end up as more room for 

the Mobile Solutions initiative, but that won’t be a blanket 

national policy.

It was interesting to hear Tim Edwards talk about working 

closely with brands to come up with display systems and 

approaches that offer a far better fit for the new Noel Leeming 

offering and are unique too boot.

For example, Apple has unusually worked out special displays 

for the reworked stores, which has been a bit of a coup. And 

to best demonstrate the benefits of curved UHD TVs versus flat 

UHD TVs, Noel Leeming worked with Samsung on exclusive side 

by side displays.

But the unique Samsung store-in-store set-up at Wairau Park 

will not stay. Mixing consumer electronics and appliances in the 

same space simply hasn’t worked: “I am enthusiastic about it 

but it hasn’t generated sales, which is ultimately what we are 

here for.”

In terms of whiteware, thanks to the restricted square 

meterage of many Noel Leeming stores, this category has been 

“hard to crack”. In part this led to the roll-out of multiple 

Lifestyle Appliances but it also led to 18 major Noel Leeming 

stores around the country getting built-in cooking areas. 

likeable”. The new uniform is part of this, as is encouraging 
product knowledge – there’s a big and ongoing financial 
investment in learning and development.

Now Noel Leeming’s phoenix-like rise from troubled times 
hasn’t all been hugs and touchy feely – after all the last year has 
seen Bond & Bond folded into the Noel Leeming business for the 
sake of brand clarity, not to mention advantages to be had in the 
case of conjoined properties.

But retiring Bond & Bond had to be done and, as it turns out, 
detracted not at all from Noel Leeming’s resurgence in market 
share.

Indeed, Tim Edwards talks about Noel Leeming having matured 
a lot as a business in the last five years: “The key is understanding 
who you are. We now have a clear brand position and personality 
– we want to be the authority in technology, appliances and 
services in New Zealand. 

“You need to live it, not put it on the outside of your building, 
that is not how it is done in NZ, there’s a very fine line between 
confidence and arrogance…” Still, he adds: “But we should be 
confident! We are number one!”

The years of operating in an ad hoc, hand to mouth manner 
definitely won’t be missed. “The thing is we are owned by a 
publicly listed Kiwi business, a retailer which has a clear 100-year 
plan so we can think about tomorrow at the same time as 
delivering today,” emphasises Tim Edwards.  

CURATION, RELATIONSHIPS & SUPPLIERS

for supplIers, There’s nothing more certain than change 

these days when it comes to retail, from hardware through 

FMCG and electronics. Having heard a lot about change and 

transformation in this article, is Noel Leeming’s a shrinking 

portfolio?

Says Tim edwards: “Some [brands] are going but more are 

coming. It’s our responsibility to curate and make sure that the 

suppliers that we are partnering with are ones which will be 

right for our customer and make sense with our brand. 

“A really good example is that since the acquisition by The 

Warehouse Group a lot of people have assumed that we would 

have a lot of no-name brands... Why would we when the others 

are doing that?

“Our customers aren’t coming here to buy no-name brands 

so, if anything, we have become closer to the name brands, 

not further away. We make it a little bit hard for new brands 

to get into our business, simply because of the limited square 

meterage we have. So, if one comes in, typically one has to 

go out… 

“We don’t have elastic walls, which is one of our challenges 

– we always want more in-store but we also want to leave a 

good amount of carpet tile (space for customers). Some of our 

competitors squeeze it all in, which is an approach I respect, but 

it isn’t ours…”

And this is now!
Now not everything went backwards under the private equity 
ownership. But, since 2012, being part of The Warehouse Group 
has brought with it a whole new level of resource, not just in terms 
of capital, but also systems to enhance the red & yellow retailer’s 
core skills.

As Tim Edwards says above, Noel Leeming’s biggest assets, “the 
core of the business”, are its people – the Passionate Experts we’ve 
been hearing about for a year or two now.

Passionate Experts? They are “confident, enthusiastic and 
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