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AT HR2, HOLT Renfrew’s upcoming 
secondary chain, there’s a clear mis-
sion: capture the contemporary market 
in Canada before the competition does. 

Yet hr2’s leader and vice president, 
Heather Arts, says there’s been no rush 
to pounce. 

“Hr2 is something we’ve been look-
ing at for over two years internally. It’s 
not just a reaction to the expansion of 
all the competition from the U.S.,” said 
Arts, who was previously Holt’s vice 
president of special projects. “We’ve 
identified an opportunity with ven-

dors. They’ve got so much product. Holt 
Renfrew can’t carry it all under its roof. 
There is nothing like hr2 in Canada at 
all. It represents a great opportunity to 
grow with vendors with whom we have 
great relationships already.”

Arts said that even though retailing 
in Canada has ignited with newcom-
ers from the U.S., there’s still a gaping 

hole in the contemporary market that 
hr2 intends to fill. In addition, while 
women’s ready-to-wear at most stores 
has generally been weak, the contem-
porary sportswear component is per-
forming well and growing. 

Neiman Marcus and Barneys New 
York years ago launched secondary 

divisions to tap the contemporary 
business. Barneys has its Co-op, and 
Neiman’s has Cusp, though neither 
has entered Canada yet. But J. Crew 
has already moved in and Nordstrom, 
which has a large contemporary busi-
ness, will enter the market in fall 2014 
with a store in Calgary and visions of 
up to nine full-line stores throughout 
the country. The Hudson’s Bay Co. is 
also spending big on modernizing and 
contemporizing; designer boutiques 
are slowly filtering into urban areas, 
and Intermix has already made a move 

across the border.
Asked how hr2 will 

be different from U.S. 
chains such as Co-op or 
Cusp, Arts replied: “The 
contemporary part will 
be similar. The differ-
ence will be the expe-
rience when you come 
into the store.” Janson 
Goldstein, the architec-
tural and design firm, 
which has worked with 
Holt Renfrew in the past, 
has developed “a won-
derful concept” that will 
romance the product, 
particularly with the way 
hr2 plans to “curate” the 
product, Arts said. 

As for the challenges of launching 
a new retail division, Arts replied, “At 
the moment, there really aren’t any. Our 
vendors have been very receptive. They 
trust us to get it right. We will display 
them carefully, at a very high level.” 

In the rundown of hr2, Arts said the 
plan is for:
�Q 25,000 to 30,000 square-foot settings 
selling women’s, men’s, accessories, 
fashion and costume jewelry; footwear; 
handbags and leather goods. Women’s 
will represent about 50 percent of the 
volume; men’s, 20 percent; with foot-
wear, accessories and jewelry repre-
senting the remaining 30 percent.
�Q Merchandising will be head-to-toe, 
and more by casual and career life-
styles and evening merchandise.
�Q Space will be devoted to seasonal 
themes, brand highlights and daily 

shipments.
�Q Buying, operations and planning 
teams have been created, separate 
from the Holt Renfrew team.
�Q Hr2 will not carry any of the same 
merchandise sold at Holt Renfrew 
stores, though the new retail division 
will be stocked with lower-priced or 
secondary labels from many of the same 
designers and brands that supply Holt 
Renfrew with their top-priced lines. 
There will, however, be a strong asso-
ciation with Holt Renfrew considering 
signs and logos will say hr2 with Holt 
Renfrew underneath. Hr2 shopping bags 
will have the same white and magenta 
coloring but in reverse from Holt’s.
�Q The stores will be designed to be 
contemporary, clean and minimal, so 
the merchandise stands out.

“The decor down to the fixtures, and 
the ambience, will be totally different 
from what’s out there,” Arts added, cit-
ing such design elements as a polished 
concrete floor, a 20-foot long runway 
of mannequins, sculptural lighting re-
sembling mobiles, digital signage (as 
opposed to banners or paper signs) and 
an “inspirational wall” that could fea-
ture art installations.
�Q Flexibility on the selling floor to fre-
quently adjust the displays rather than 
having hard shops. Hr2 will receive 
daily deliveries as product will be ex-
pected to move fairly quickly. “We will 
be out more frequently in the market 

than just the regular seasons,” Arts 
said. Those markets will include New 
York, Europe, California and Canada.

Holt Renfrew executives would not 
say how much volume they expect hr2 
to generate but it should be significant 
considering the planned size of the 
stores and the success other retailers 
are experiencing with contemporary 
sportswear, where there’s been more 
fashion newness, novelty, sales growth 
and lower prices compared to other 
women’s areas.

Arts said she sees potential syner-
gies between Holt Renfrew and hr2 
and expects the two businesses will 
share information on brands and enter 
some showrooms together in some 
instances, but stressed that the mer-
chandise at hr2 and Holt Renfrew will 
be totally different. Arts also said hr2 
stores will be situated “somewhat of a 

distance” from Holt Renfrew stores to 
help reach a new customer, though she 
expects Holt Renfrew customers will 
shop hr2 as well. 

Hr2’s target customer will be predom-
inantly female, 25 and older, “who really 
appreciates great brands, maybe aspires 
to luxury brands. But hr2 will be provid-
ing more affordable and attainable fash-
ions, and could lead to her shopping at 
Holt Renfrew as well,” Arts said.

“One difference between ourselves 
and the people we are competing 
against is that we are going to have 
merchandisers based in the stores 
[three per store] to maintain the look 
and feel and constant flow of product, 
so it maintains our standards, so sales 
people can focus on working with the 
customers. These individuals will learn 
and share certain practices with our 
team at Holt Renfrew.”

With the hr2 windows, “We are 
going to do something a little different 
visually, working with Chicago-based 
Bruce Mau visual firm, which helped 
design the logo, signage and packaging. 
“Signage will be digital, with not a lot 
of print. We are not going to clutter the 
front with a lot of signage.”

Hr2 will make its debut in March 
with a 30,000-square-foot store in 
Montreal’s Quartier DIX30 shopping 
center. Another location is planned for 
Ontario early next year.

“We are committed to this concept 
and pretty confident it will succeed, 
so we are looking beyond those,” Arts 
said. However, once the first two units 
open, “Give us some time to catch our 
breath [for tweaking the stores] before 
we go forward.”

The company expects to open hr2 
stores across the country and about the 
same amount as Holt Renfrew. “We see 
ourselves as a national chain by the 
end of 2015. There is still a lot of great 
real estate out there. There’s a lot of 
development and growth,” Arts said. 
“We are pretty open to different types 
of locations,” from malls to street loca-
tions to lifestyle centers. 

An hr2 Web site is not currently in 
the works, though “it’s something po-
tentially down the road,” Arts added.

Hr2 pricing, she said, will empha-
size “great brands at great value....
Consumers will understand the value 
they are getting. What you see on the 
ticket will be the out-the-door price. We 
are not going to be screaming ‘40 per-
cent off,’” though there will be end-of-
season sales, and normal markdowns. 
The advertising will be more institu-
tional and “won’t be screaming out 
brand names.”

Asked if she felt anxious at all about 
the project, Arts replied, “It’s definitely 
one of the highlights of my career. My 
experience has really focused on start-
ing up businesses.”

She noted she was with Winners as a 
senior vice president and general mer-
chandise manager when that business 
started up in the Eighties, and was also 
part of the team that started up Lowe’s 
in Canada, as a merchandising director. 

“I am not nervous,” Arts said. 
“Maybe the night before we open, I will 
think differently.”
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The Contemporary Bet
Holt aims at a younger demographic with a new concept. By David Moin

A rendering of the hr2 
contemporary concept.

Heather Arts
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Hr2 is something 
weÕve been looking 
at for over two years 
internally. ItÕs not 

just a reaction to the 
expansion of all 
the competition 
from the U.S.
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CONGRATULATIONS

175YEARS OF EXCELLENCE



FOR A 175-year-old, Holt Renfrew 
navigates social media like a teenager.

The retailer has spent the past year 
carefully building its social media 
presence, with a primary goal of reach-
ing a younger demographic. 

E- and m-commerce remain less of a 
focus for Canada’s leading luxury retail-
er, which wants to make sure its digital 
message is in line with its overall mis-
sion: providing customers with an ex-
traordinary experience.

“Our whole marketing strategy is 
integrated across all channels — from 
digital to social media to print,” said 
Holt’s senior vice president of sales 
and marketing, Alix Box.

Active on platforms including 
Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, Instagram 
and its blog, Holts Muse, manager of 
social media content Brittany Barkwell 
added that the retailer uses these plat-
forms to translate the physical shop-
ping experience online, “create an 
extra world on the digital platforms” 
and drive foot traffic in-store.

“We always want to be current and 
relevant, and [this means] getting on 
board with new platforms — but in a 
way that fits in with our marketing 
strategy,” Barkwell said.

Box reinforced that it’s all about 
welding this to the in-store experience.

“That is our differentiator. We 
work hard to make sure that we’re 

focused on the customer and speak-
ing to them the way they want to be 
spoken to — whether it’s digital or in-
store,” Box explained.

Detailing the store’s multipronged 
approach, Box said the program, which 
was put in motion in early September 
for the store’s 175th anniversary, fea-
tures an online and social media 
campaign, Hot@175. It integrated all 
aspects of digital, print, visual, events 
and in-store, including a street party 

in Toronto that took place Sept. 6. The 
store’s overall messaging for the mile-
stone was slightly retro, with a nod to 
the retailer’s rich history, but also to 
“assert our strong fashion leadership 
going forward.” 

The element of the celebration 
that was most geared toward the so-
cial space was a Holt Renfrew pop-
up truck that drove across the coun-
try selling Hot@175 sweatshirts, 
hitting each of the nine cities where 
the retailer has a store. According to 
Barkwell, seven designers and artists 
were commissioned to design sweat-
shirts that featured their own interpre-
tation of what it means to be Hot@175. 
The campaign was promoted on so-
cial media through Twitter, Facebook 
and Instagram with the hashtag 
#HoltPopUp with updates through-
out, and each designer appeared in a 
corresponding video that was shared 
across various digital media, as well.

“The staff that traveled said that 
the people who came [to the pop-up 
truck] heard about it through social 
media. It was a great test to see how 
this reaches our customers of a young-
er demographic. It really drove them 
to the trucks and got them shopping,” 
Barkwell said, adding that shoppers 
who purchased from any of the trucks 
received an additional promotion to 
drive traffic back to the store. 

From Aug. 24 to Sept. 30, the 
#HoltPopUp hashtag reached more 
than 50,000 Twitter users and 80,000 
Facebook users. The posts relating to 
the trucks on holtsmuse.com garnered 
more than 10,000 unique page views.

Barkwell said the store really 
wanted to create a lot of buzz upon 
the launch of the Holts Muse blog last 
November. The retailer tapped blogger 
Leandra Medine of the Man Repeller 
to host a party at the Toronto store, 

and in its first month the blog saw 
45,000 hits. Since then, Holts Muse 
has continued to partner with leading 
bloggers, including Emily Schuman of 
Cupcakes and Cashmere, as well as de-
signers like Victoria Beckham (whose 
video interview received 28,000 hits on 
YouTube), Tabitha Simmons, Rachel 
Zoe, Rag & Bone’s David Neville and 
Marcus Wainwright, Bruno Frissoni 
and Aerin Lauder.

Most recently, Holt Renfrew worked 
on a charitable partnership with 
Missoni and OrphanAid Africa that 
featured two stuffed animals — a bear 
and elephant — were created in the 
brand’s signature zigzag print which 
hit stores and holtrenfrew.com Nov. 1. 

Margherita Missoni visited the 
retailer’s Bloor Street location in 
Toronto last week to kick off sales 
of the $50 limited-edition toys, with 
all net proceeds going to OrphanAid 
Africa. The goal is to raise $100,000. 

The campaign — which includes in-
store elements, print, video, the Missoni 
event and online components — features 
a Facebook contest in which the winner 
is eligible to win a signed stuffed animal 
and $350 worth of Missoni accessories. 

There’s even a guerrilla element 
that started in Milan during fashion 
week when the store’s vice president 
of fashion direction, Barbara Atkin, 
started taking pictures of the Missoni 
bear engaged in classic Italian activi-
ties (like perched atop a Vespa), chron-
icling the trip back to Canada. Since 
then, the store has posted images of 
the bear at various Canadian land-
marks, such as the Ironworks building 
in Vancouver’s Gastown area, Mount 
Royal in Montreal, the CN Tower and 
the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto. 
Barkwell added that consumers have 
started doing the same with the bear 
and posting the photos.

When asked which social media 
platform garners the most engagement 
with fans, Barkwell insists there is no 
one leader. Different types of content 
are promoted on different channels — 
for instance, while Instagram might be 
best for promoting product as it arrives 
in-store because of the platform’s visu-
al properties, Facebook is more suited 
for sharing blog and editorial content.

“That’s part of our marketing strategy 
— using different platforms for different 
purposes to create the overall experi-
ence. That’s a way that we distinguish 
ourselves. We have a very integrated ap-
proach, and we try to incorporate social 
media into public relations and tradi-
tional marketing channels,” Barkwell 
said, adding that its Web site holtrenfew.
com — which gets about 300,000 visits a 
month — has a portion on the site that 
directs readers to its blog. 

This month, the retailer appointed 
Lisa Tant to a new fashion editor role. 
As part of the marketing division, the 
former editor of Canadian fashion mag-
azine Flare will focus heavily on col-
laborating with social media programs.

Holt Renfrew was one of the ear-
lier retailers to embrace bloggers. 
Its first blogger project dates to 2009, 
when the retailer rolled out a nation-
al campaign with windows celebrat-
ing bloggers like The Sartorialist’s 
Scott Schuman, Garance Dore, Jane 
Aldridge, Bryanboy and Tommy Ton 
(who once worked at the Bloor Street 
store). Schuman hosted a party in 
honor of this campaign at the store, 
where his work was exhibited, and he 
also spoke at a cocktail event. 

Despite a strong digital presence and 
an early adoption of the blogosphere, 
though, Holt Renfrew is still neither e-
commerce nor m-commerce enabled. 
Box maintains that its sister retailer — 
U.K.-based Selfridges — has taken the 
lead with e-commerce plans and no up-
date was available at press time.

Holtrenfrew.com did see a complete 
overhaul in mid-August, when a slew 
of features was implemented. Besides 
the ability to post richer content, more 
than 1,000 products across numerous 
categories were launched on its digital 
flagship, something Box contends wasn’t 
possible on the old site. Consumers 
also have access to robust product cata-
logues, alternate product views, design-
er look books and videos and integration 
to blog content and the Holt Style Guide.

“The bottom line is that it gives 
customers more to look at and see our 
breadth and depth of assortment and 
find what they want,” Box said. “It’s a 
great window-shopping experience, 
which was our goal.”
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On a Youth Click 
Holt Renfrew’s 

exclusive Missoni 
bears photographed 
in Milan (left) and in 

Vancouver. 

Holt Renfrew kicked up its digital presence this  
past year with a blog launch and a host of initiatives  
on various social platforms. By Rachel Strugatz

Holt Renfrew’s blog, Holts Muse.
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THE SELFRIDGES Group is owned by British-born 
Canadian billionaire W. Galen Weston, and his wife, 
Hilary, and holds in its portfolio four luxury department 
store groups: British chain Selfridges, Brown Thomas 
in Ireland, Holt Renfrew in Canada and De Bijenkorf in 
the Netherlands, as well as Ogilvy in Montreal.

W. Galen is the grandson of George Weston, a 
Canadian baker who built Canada’s biggest bak-
ery business. Upon his death, his son, W. Garfield 
Weston, took up the reins of George Weston Ltd. and 
began a program of expansion and acquisition. In 
the Thirties, during the Depression, Garfield secured 
funding to expand into the U.K. and was soon report-
ing sales equal to the Canadian parent company. 
Within a few years, Garfield had acquired a string of 
British bakeries, trading under the Allied Bakeries 
banner, and he moved his family to England in 1935.

Meanwhile, the U.S. operations were growing stron-
ger. Garfield remained in Britain during World War II, 
even sitting as a member of Parliament for a time.

W. Galen Weston was born in 1940 and moved with 
his parents back to Canada in 1945. He watched as 
his father’s business expanded globally, acquiring 
subsidiaries from Rhodesia to Australia, and worked 
in many of them. In 1961, at the age of 21 and after 
studying business administration at the University of 
Western Ontario, W. Galen moved to Ireland and set 
up a grocery store, Powers, with his own money — 
his father had put him to work at a young age.

In Ireland, W. Galen saw a major opportunity for 
growth and his instinct was right: by 1965, Powers 
had expanded into a six-store grocery chain. He 
went on to acquire a discount chain, Penneys, and 
a grocery competitor. He purchased an interest in 
department store Brown Thomas in 1971, eventually 
acquiring full ownership in 1984. He married Hilary 
Frayne, an Irish fashion model, in 1966 and together 
they have built the retail Weston empire.

The Weston family controls about 200 compa-
nies, including Canada’s largest supermarket chain, 
Loblaws, and President’s Choice brands, a variety of 
grocery and household products, and services, and 
the Joe Fresh contemporary fashion brand.

Here’s a look at Selfridges Group’s other fashion 
retail properties.

BROWN THOMAS
The original and first Brown Thomas store was 
opened on Grafton Street in Dublin by haberdashers 
and general drapers Hugh Brown and James Thomas 
in 1859. The company was bought by Selfridges 
founder Harry Gordon Selfridge in 1919 and it op-
erated as a branch of Selfridge Provincial Stores 
until 1933, when it was sold to John McGuire, who 
had made his name at Cerys — another Dublin de-
partment store. The company was listed on the Irish 
Stock Exchange in the Sixties, Weston bought his first 
share in the company in 1971 and he bought it out 
in 1983. In 1991, the company bought out the Switzer 
Group, which included stores in Cork, Galway, 
Limerick and Dublin. In 1994, Brown Thomas sold its 
original store to Marks & Spencer and took over what 
was the M&S store on Grafton Street.

In 1998, the company opened the first BT2 bou-
tique, which stocks contemporary and diffusion 
brands including COS, Etoile by Isabel Marant and 
Sandro. The shop became  home to Ireland’s largest 
denim bar. There are now three BT2 stores in Dublin.

By 2000, all of the previous Switzer Group stores were 
rebranded as Brown Thomas. Since 2005, all four of the 
stores have been refurbished and stock luxury and de-
signer brands including women’s wear from Celine, Stella 
McCartney, Mary Katrantzou and Christian Louboutin, as 
well as men’s wear, beauty and home goods.

 
SELFRIDGES
Situated on Oxford Street, the London megalith that 
is Selfridges was founded by Henry — Harry to his 
friends — Gordon Selfridge, son of a small-town 
storekeeper. He worked his way up through the 
ranks of Chicago retailer Marshall Field & Co., in-
novating by lighting the store at night and opening a 

In the Family
Holt parent Selfridges Group is part 
of the vast holdings of the Weston 
family that include fashion, food  
and more. By Julia Neel

{Continued on page 28}

Selfridges in London.

De Bijenkorf in Amsterdam.

Brown Thomas in Ireland.
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restaurant where ladies could lunch unchaperoned. 
Selfridge is also credited with coining the phrase, 
“The customer is always right.”

He came into a lot of money when he married 
into the Buckingham family and in 1906 he traveled 
to London with his wife, Rosalie. He was wholly un-
impressed with the city’s shopping scene, so he in-
vested 400,000 pounds (which is equivalent to $64 
million, current U.S.) and built Selfridges at the less 
fashionable end of Oxford Street in 1909. Selfridge’s 
innovative approach to retailing saw him put planes 
and controversial tango dancers on display, making 
shopping entertaining. He was the first to establish 
a beauty department on the ground floor — cleverly 
masking the smell of manure from horse-drawn car-
riages — and he opened a pet shop and what was at 
the time the world’s biggest bookshop.

He ran the store until he retired in 1940, when he 
took on the role of president. He died in 1947 and 
four years later, the business was sold to Lewis’ of 
Liverpool for 3.4 million pounds (equal to about $153 
million, current U.S.).

Selfridges changed hands again in 1965, when 
Charles Clore’s British Shoe Corp. won control in a take-
over for 63 million pounds ($1.77 billion, current U.S.).

Sears Holdings created a 94 million pound ($274 
million, current U.S.) redevelopment program for 
Selfridges in 1992, which saw a dramatic revival 
under the leadership of former chief executive of-
ficer Vittorio Radice.

Radice installed the atrium escalators and made the 
iconic yellow bags covetable items in their own right.

In 1998, Selfridges was demerged from the Sears 
Group and floated on the London Stock Exchange. 
Stores opened in Trafford Park, Manchester, in 1998, 
followed by the Manchester Exchange Square store 
in 2002. In 2003, the  Birmingham store opened.

Shortly after the opening of the Birmingham 
store, Selfridges was acquired for 600 million pounds 
($966 million, current U.S.) by the Westons, who put 
a stop on expansion plans, choosing to focus instead 

on developing their existing stores.
Galen Weston’s daughter, Alannah, was appoint-

ed creative director in 2004 and on her watch, the 
store opened what was at the time the world’s largest 
men’s and women’s shoe departments, and launched 
the new Women’s Designer Galleries and a dedicat-
ed men’s designer space. She also presided over the 
opening of Wonder Room, a nearly 20,000-square-foot 
space selling luxury jewelry, watches and gifts, and 
Ultralounge, a permanent arts and exhibition space.

In 2012, Selfridges was voted World’s Best 
Department Store at the Global Summit of Department 
Stores for the second time and, in the year ended Jan. 
31, 2012, operating profits rose 5 percent with more 
than 1 billion pounds ($1.6 billion) in sales.

 
DE BIJENKORF
Like the Selfridges Group’s other holdings, De 
Bijenkorf has a long history. It was founded by Simon 
Philip Goudsmit in 1870 and occupies a historic 
building on Dam Square in the heart of Amsterdam. 

Spread over five floors, the store — and its 11 
other branches — stock Dutch and international la-

bels including Armani, Louis Vuitton, Burberry and 
Hermès, as well as beauty, accessories, home goods, 
toys and home entertainment offerings.

In November 2010, a deal announcing the purchase 
of Dutch department store chain De Bijenkorf was an-
nounced, marking the group’s first foray into mainland 
Europe. At the time, the Selfridges Group said total 
turnover for Selfridges, Holt Renfrew, Brown Thomas 
and the new Dutch acquisition would be about 2 bil-
lion pounds, or $3.2 billion at 2010 exchange rates.

The group also added that the Dutch acquisition 
was part of a strategy to own and operate premier 
luxury stores in select markets.

 
OGILVY
Founded in 1866, the La Maison Ogilvy specialty 
store in Montreal houses distinctive boutiques, many 
of the world’s top fashion designers, and upscale ac-
cessories and sophisticated gifts. In 2011, Selfridges 
bought Ogilvy for around $100 million. Besides its 
fashion offerings, Ogilvy is known for its 60-year tra-
dition of a bagpiper playing for visitors at the store 
every day at lunchtime.

{Continued from page 26}
W. Galen Weston and his wife Hilary 
with Elton John and David Furnish.

What does one get 
for a 175th birthday ?

We say the perfect out!t.
IBI Group, proud partner in dressing up Holt Renfrew’s stores

IBI Group is a multi-disciplinary architecture, engineering, consulting and design !rm.

Architecture  |  Interior Design  |  Urban Design  |  Urban Planning  |  Real Estate Development  |  Landscape Architecture  |  Intelligent Systems  |  ibigroup.com
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Proud partner delivering                                            ‘s construction program.
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IT’S A TYPICAL morning meeting at 
Holt Renfrew’s Bloor Street flagship 
before the doors swing open to shop-
pers, and 150 sales associates are get-
ting the skinny on the early spring ar-
rivals to the selling floor. 

Akris, Celine, Marc Jacobs — 
they’re all in, said store manager 
Jody Minuk. But the commercial ap-
peal turns charitable when she cited 
the zigzag-patterned Missoni bears 
and elephants that also just arrived. 
They’re Christmas gifts, priced at $50, 
to support OrphanAid Africa, which 
helps orphans and vulnerable chil-
dren in Ghana.

“When you are thinking about ev-
erything you are selling, these should 
be natural add-ons,” Minuk stressed.

Then she introduced Margherita 
Missoni, heiress to the Missoni fashion 
house founded by her grandparents, 
who thanked the Holt team for sup-
porting OrphanAid Africa, the cause 
she has embraced for the past decade, 
since she was 20 and spent a month in 
Ghana witnessing firsthand the suffer-
ing of the children. 

At her public appearance in the 
store later to launch the products and 
sign autographs, Missoni praised the 
“extremely professional” in-store and 
social-media campaign Holt has creat-
ed to promote the elephants and bears, 

which she described as “trans-genera-
tional gifts, for any age.”

This is just the latest chapter in 
Holt’s ongoing, two-year-old program 
of offering $50 exclusives created by 
top designers to support charities of 
their choice. Holt donates $100,000 to 
the charities and only keeps enough of 
the revenues to cover costs. 

The products are multipurpose — 
they are used as tools to raise funds 
and bring designers and celebrities 
into the store to spotlight charities and 
draw crowds, as well as to enable shop-
pers to buy something exclusive and 
feel good knowing that they’re helping 
to support a cause. 

With designers, “We form a collabo-
ration to highlight a charity of their 

choice, leading to a product sold 
at a very attainable price,” 
said Alexandra Weston, 
director of brand strat-
egy for Holt Renfrew. “It 
builds a deeper relation-
ship with the vendor, and 
customers of all demograph-
ics can have a piece of this.” 

In August, Sir Elton John 
and David Furnish appeared at 
the Bloor Street flagship when 
they launched limited-edition scent-
ed candles to benefit the Elton John 
AIDS Foundation.  

In April, Holt and Tory Burch  
partnered on $50 totes to benefit 
the FEED Foundation, cofounded 
by Lauren Bush Lauren to combat 
child hunger, and the Tory Burch 
Foundation, which provides econom-
ic opportunities to women and their 
families in the U.S.

Last fall, Holt sold exclusive Marc 
by Marc Jacobs nylon shoulder-
strap totes, priced at $48, to support 
VisionSpring, a charity providing 
low-cost eyeglasses in the developing 
world. Canada Goose once designed 
merino wool, fleeced-lined toques to 
support Polar Bears International, and 
Michael Michael Kors created leopard-
print scarves to support the Canadian 
Breast Cancer Foundation. 

“We’ve always had a lot of great ini-
tiatives going on,” Weston said. “We’ve 
always supported United Way. But 
when I came on board over a year ago, 
I really saw a need to create a consis-
tent, concise platform, for all the stores 
and for the [brand] messaging to stand 
on. It was a little bit here and there.” 

Holt now has “a streamlined strat-
egy that feeds into the ethos of the 
brand,” Weston said. “It came about by 
listening to what our employees, our 
customers and our vendors care about. 
It sounds cheesy, but we’ve become one 
big happy family.”

Weston is the wife of Galen Weston, 
who runs Loblaws and is the son 
of  W. Galen Weston, chairman of 
Selfridges Group Ltd., the holding 

company for Holt, Selfridges in 
the U.K. and Brown Thomas in 
Ireland. Alexandra Weston works 
directly with Holt’s president, 
Mark Derbyshire.

“My job encompasses looking at the 
business, determining where there are 
gaps and holes and where we see op-
portunities,” Weston explained.

Supporting charities and bringing 
social issues to the fore is “a big part 
of what I am focusing on and what we 
believe in as a brand. We are all about 
making customers and employees feel 
great. I saw there was an opportunity 
to expand upon that element and re-
ally reach out, and to enhance our 
corporate reputation at the same time. 
It’s become more and more important 
to the next generation of customers, 
employees and vendors. We are work-
ing on building programs for amazing 
causes. There are a lot other things 
coming down the pipeline,” and not too 
far in the future. 

Without going into great detail, 
Weston did tip her hand on a project 
happening for next spring. It revolves 
around an in-store-shop concept fea-
turing a “well-curated assortment of 
exceptional products,” exceptional in 
the way they are manufactured, she ex-
plained — through artisans, or by uti-
lizing materials that are renewable or 
organic. The shop will change constant-
ly, and Weston believes it will represent 
“a new and fresh way to look at retail” 
with a concept that’s “simple, young, 
chic and gallerylike, highlighting prod-
ucts and the stories behind them.”

For spring, three pop-up shops will 
be created, about 250 to 300 square 
feet each, as “a teaser to get this con-
cept out to the market” and a prelude 
to permanent 450-square-foot shops at 
Holt’s flagships in Toronto, Montreal, 
Vancouver and Calgary.

“They won’t always be about chari-
ties,” Weston said. “They could high-
light a culture or a craft, artisans,” 
from anywhere around the world. “We 
are having a great time scouring the 
globe for the coolest, most fashion-
able products.”

As a precursor to the shops, Holt 
has begun selling in its holiday shops 
Cornelia Guest handbags made from 
recycled fabrics that resemble leather.

The working name for the concept 
is “The Green Room” to evoke ecol-
ogy, and for where actors stay before 
they’re about to appear on stage or 
live TV shows. Events and exhibits are 
seen happening in Holt’s Green Room. 

“The Green Room will allow us to 
speak to a new generation of consum-
ers who want to know where product is 
from, and who care about who makes 
it,” Weston said. “For this genera-
tion, it’s expected. It’s something that 
should always be front and center. For 
the older demographic, it may not be 
second nature, but it’s something they 
are embracing.”

Mixing Merch and Philanthropy
Finding many ways to give back and create buzz. By David Moin

Margherita Missoni meets her 
fans at the Bloor Street flagship.
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Holt’s cause-related designer exclusives. 

Alexandra 
Weston





INNOVATIVE FASHION.

TRUE RELIGION
CONGRATULATES

ON 175 YEARS OF
 HOLT RENFREW


