THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA (OF REVENUE)

WeAr SAT DOWN WITH LEADING GERMAN RETAILER MANUEL RIVERA OF DIFFERENT FASHION TO DISCUSS CURRENT TRENDS AND THE COMPLEXITIES OF THE FASHION INDUSTRY 

Different Fashion is one of Germany’s most successful clothing retailers. What’s the secret to your success?
We have been able to effectively shape the industry’s fate, but even we have gotten caught up in the challenges of the current climate. My dear late friend Günther Giers [Editor’s note: successful fashion entrepreneur from Hamburg, Closed, passed in 2015] once told me that a true businessman doesn’t make his greatest mistake twice. He was right. I’m a Leo and that’s why I’m at my best under pressure: we’re still going strong, even though the market has gotten pretty fierce!
However, the main issues we face, like the polarization of buying power, demography, digitalization, liberalization on sales laws, the coarsening of society, a loss in values and the disappearance of all exclusivity, are omnipresent. But we won’t lose sight of success. We still believe in our bricks-and-mortar retail model. It will be the last to go, but it’ll be a tough fight. We are determined to win it, even if the hurdles are always growing.
 
How do you constantly find fantastic new brands?
It’s true! We do always find interesting new brands!
For me, it’s simple: you just have to open your eyes and have a nose for it, like they did back during the gold rush. Even in this difficult environment, we’re still selling products and brands that some hadn’t even noticed or had already given up on. 
When Juvia ‘almost’ reaches the two-million mark, or van Laack’s collection needs reordering after just one week or we even need to replenish our stock of Olivieri furs, it all means one thing: there’s still life out there! We have at least 15 new brands in our portfolio each season and feel justified in our decision to visit trade fairs away from Berlin, Düsseldorf and Munich, even when times are hard. We speak of globalization, but the German fashion world only thinks regionally – even Milan and Paris are only visited for their primary brand ‘saviors’. How dreadful!

 
You’ve propelled a lot of brands to the big time, not just thanks to a strong presence but also through courage and commitment. What does a brand need to have nowadays to catch your eye?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Sadly, more than they used to. We no longer have time for stuff that’s just a flash in the pan. Quite the opposite. Today we’re just looking for win-win situations, but there are exceptions, such as Maximilian Köhler and his wonderful brand Quantum Courage. He managed to get into our group with his tenacity and personality alone – without sacrificing his ideas or designs. He symbolizes the true possibilities of the industry. A brand needs a personality behind it who chooses the retailer, values it and considers it a top-class location. Retailers aren’t suited to groups; retailers go with the herd, meaning if a brand reaches the opinion leaders, you’ve made it. The others will follow. Sounds simple but like everything, it’s the hardest thing to do. 
Sadly, there aren’t many left who are willing to experiment and promote something new. But I see it as a way to get ahead; the last remaining chance to compete with the digitalized world. Courage and speed are what’s needed. Standing still is death!
 
What have been the most notable changes in retail over the last five years and how do you plan to cope?  
Five years is such a long time, it’s almost impossible to look back. It was great in the good ‘old’ days: things happened gradually and you could keep track of change.
My advice to everyone: “slow down”. It doesn’t matter what the competition is doing and thinking. You have to go your own way. But to answer your question: who would have thought that even in a prime location you would get little to no footfall; that every day you would only hear customers talk about prices or compare products?
Who would have thought that the customers would know more about the brands or would even ask for certain names that the retailer had never heard of? 
Or that young people would stop being true to brands and just buy what’s being blogged about or featured online by the web’s ‘players’? 
Who would have thought that there wouldn’t be any more direct trends and that you could wear anything whenever you liked?
That we would always reduce everything before we needed to and sell things at a 30–70% discount for months on end?
Faced with such market conditions, most would have to shut up shop. But we want to show that we’re professionals: we’re better than the competition and we firmly believe that we will succeed.

You’re expanding in difficult times. What has inspired you and what are your expectations? 
To be in the mix on the market, of course. In recent seasons, we sensed we had to leave the tried and tested route. This well-trodden path should be left to those competitors in our wake. In this industry, all that matters is being innovative. 
Our expectations are relatively clear: to permanently stay one step ahead of the market even after all these years. We are now avoiding the absolute prime locations and returning to slightly less glamorous retail spots but armed with the best labels and our know-how … and we’re earning real money again. 
 
What will be your next step to maintain ongoing success?
We want to focus more heavily on the Different Fashion Group brand. We, too, are a strong brand. Our customers buy what we display, offer and recommend. Like many top brands, e.g., Dsquared2, we invented ourselves in 1995. But unlike others, to this day we’ve never brought an investor on board – but we’ve still tried plenty of things out.

Without naming names, we’ve heard a few retailers complain about the untoward methods being used by brands and their representatives. What needs to change?
Thank you, I was expecting that question. After all, we’re completely independent and aren’t afraid of retribution, even though we’ve experienced such behavior ourselves!
It’s dreadful to see so many of our colleagues be taken in by the industry and the market. This ‘digitalization myth’ has undermined all sense of exclusiveness as well as conventions. According to European law, anyone can sell anything at any price. If you were to sue, you would win.
If you google a product, you get 5–10 different prices and everything is delivered within 12–24 hrs. You can return it up to 120 days – no need to give a reason – and you always get a full refund!
It’s a disaster for us. You’ll be hard pushed to find an online store that can make any money. We’re worshipping false gods. We’re succumbing to the illusory cult of youth and brands. This obsession with youth and the politics of Instagram don’t affect us at all. These tin gods are solely an invention of the primary brands. It’s stupid to think you’ll go under because you’re not stocking the Marcelo Burlons, Amiris, Off-Whites, Palm Angels or a load of other primary brands. We don’t stock any of them and even feel empowered through this decision. We also don’t bow to the pressure of agencies. Like I said, we are the brand and if you want to join us, you have to say “please”. Everyone else can wait at the door.
