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Introduction

In 2013 John Lewis is one of the most talked-about and admired advertisers in the UK. 
But it’s easy to forget how recently that wasn’t the case. This paper tells the story of how 
a bold decision to use highly emotional advertising cemented the brand as a national 
treasure and drove significant incremental returns. 

This paper covers the period from early 2009 to the end of 2012. Throughout this period 
many retailers have closed their doors:

UK retailers in John Lewis categories announcing closure/administration

Source: Press coverage

Source: British Retail Consortium; John Lewis

And until Spring 2009 John Lewis had been suffering too. For all but two of the previous 
18 months, like-for-like sales had been negative and often more so than the British Retail 
Consortium’s average.

Sales growth (like-for-like) amongst UK non-food retailers vs. John Lewis prior to mid 2009
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Customers did not have an emotional relationship 
with John Lewis

The chart below illustrates the fundamental difficulty John Lewis faced as a brand. It had 
huge rational affinity, but was weak on popularity and emotional affinity – the two top 
drives of loyalty. John Lewis was trusted, but not loved. 

Analysis of drivers of ‘bonding’ (a measure of loyalty)

The impact was that whilst it had strong penetration in its key catchments, John Lewis 
suffered from low frequency of purchase and consequently low share of wallet amongst 
its key target customers:

Source: BrandZ/Millward Brown 2008, base department store/John Lewis last 12 month shoppers at bonding level

>ŽǇĂůƚǇ�ƚŽ�ĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ�ƐƚŽƌĞƐ�ŝŶ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂů�ŝƐ�ĚƌŝǀĞŶ�ŵŽƐƚ�ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ�ďǇ�ĞŵŽƟŽŶĂů�ĂĸŶŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƌŝƚǇ͕ �ǁŝƚŚ�ƌĂƟŽŶĂů�
ĂĸŶŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƌĚ�ƉůĂĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ�ƉƌŝĐĞ�ŝŶ�ĨŽƵƌƚŚ�ƉůĂĐĞ͘

:ŽŚŶ�>ĞǁŝƐ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŵƵĐŚ�ďĞƩĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ�;ŐŝǀĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŝǌĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ďƌĂŶĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞůĂƟǀĞ�ƚŽ�ŝƚƐ�ĐŽŵƉĞƟƟǀĞ�ƐĞƚͿ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƌĞĂ�ŽĨ�
ƌĂƟŽŶĂů�ĂĸŶŝƚǇ�ďƵƚ�ŶŽ�ďĞƩĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ�ŽŶ�ĞŵŽƟŽŶĂů�ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶƚůǇ�ǁŽƌƐĞ�ƚŚĂŶ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ�ŽŶ�ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ�
ƉŽƉƵůĂƌŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ǀĂůƵĞ͘
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The communications solution

A new, more emotional communications approach was required. 

The primary objective was to encourage existing shoppers to visit a little more and spend 
a little more. On a secondary level it was hoped to get those who hadn’t shopped at John 
Lewis to visit for the first time.

There have been two main strands of communications (Christmas and Never Knowingly 
Undersold), plus category marketing for the likes clearance, technology, home and fashion. 

1 Christmas – the most important sales period

Christmas 2009 became the first test of this new strategy. Christmas is hugely important 
to John Lewis, accounting for around 40% of sales and 20% of profits. 

Christmas ads are all celebrities and sparkle, but John Lewis chose to position itself  
as the home of more thoughtful gifting, celebrating those who put more care into what 
they choose. 

The Christmas 2009 commercial ‘Remember the feeling’ showed children unwrapping 
adult gifts with childish delight. It used a well-known track re-recorded by a contemporary 
artist, a model all subsequent commercials followed...

‘Remember the feeling’ TV ad and other Christmas 2009 communications
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In Christmas 2010 the campaign was spearheaded by the TV ad ‘For those who care’; for 
Christmas 2011 ‘The long wait’ was created; and in 2012 a Snowman famously went on 
an ‘The Journey’:

Music tracks used in the TV ads

‘For those who care’ TV ad Christmas 2009

‘The long wait’ TV ad Christmas 2011
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‘The Journey’ (snowman) TV ad Christmas 2012 

2 ‘Never knowingly undersold’ – the brand’s philosophy

John Lewis’s commitment to be ‘Never knowingly undersold’ was introduced by founder, 
John Spedan Lewis in 1925. He intended it as a total trading philosophy, but ‘Never 
knowingly undersold’ had been allowed to become just a price promise:

‘Never knowingly undersold’ communication pre 2010

As the recession continued it was felt that the time was right to 
return to the broader meaning of ‘Never knowingly undersold’ and 
put it back at the heart of the brand.

New ‘Never knowingly undersold’ communication from 2010
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The accompanying commercial ‘Always a woman’ was an emotional demonstration  
of John Lewis’s constancy through the key moments of a customer’s life:

‘Always a woman’ TV ad, May 2010

In Autumn 2011 John Lewis again supported ‘Never Knowingly Undersold’ with the 
‘Through the ages’ campaign, which continued with the focus on the passage of time, but 
this time with technology and music as the vehicle for emotion.

‘Through the ages’ TV ad and other electricals communications, September 2011

Djg�Xdbb^ibZci�id�kVajZ�bZVch�i]Vi�lZ�bViX]�i]Z�eg^XZh�d[�]^\]�higZZi�XdbeZi^idgh��i]^h�ZmXajYZh�dca^cZ"dcan�dg�bV^a�dgYZg�Wjh^cZhhZh�#�HZgk^XZ�XdcY^i^dch�bjhi�WZ�XdbeVgVWaZ#�HZZ�djg�ºCZkZg�@cdl^c\an�JcYZghdaY»�aZVåZi�^c�djg�h]deh�dg�dca^cZ�[dg�YZiV^ah#

First steps

First day at school

First girlfriend

First house

First baby

First steps

We’ve always been there for the latest thing. 
We’ve always been Never Knowingly Undersold.
Over 86 years ago we made a promise to provide quality  
products, fair prices and excellent service. It’s a commitment 
that’s as relevant today as it’s ever been.

Panasonic Lumix 

DMC-GF3 camera 

£429
Stock No 829 03424

The latest 
Panasonic 
Lumix camera.
The Panasonic Lumix DMC-GF3 

Micro System digital camera is  

the world’s smallest and lightest 

interchangeable lens camera.*

Superb performance in low light 

conditions and full HD video recording. 

Free 2-year guarantee.

Plus, we check and match our high 

street competitors’ shop and  

online prices.**

Visit one of our shops or buy online  

at johnlewis.com

��;dg�Vc�^ciZgX]Vc\VWaZ�aZch�XVbZgV�l^i]�Wj^ai"^c�åVh]�Vh�d[�?jcZ�&(i]�'%&&#��Djg�Xdbb^ibZci�id�kVajZ�bZVch�i]Vi�lZ�bViX]�i]Z�eg^XZh�d[�]^\]�higZZi�XdbeZi^idgh��i]^h�ZmXajYZh�dca^cZ"dcan�dg�bV^a�dgYZg�Wjh^cZhhZh�#�HZgk^XZ�XdcY^i^dch�
bjhi�WZ�XdbeVgVWaZ#�HZZ�djg�ºCZkZg�@cdl^c\an�JcYZghdaY»�aZVåZi�^c�djg�h]deh�dg�dca^cZ�[dg�YZiV^ah#�Eg^XZ�XdggZXi�Vi�i^bZ�d[�\d^c\�id�egZhh#

Scan this code with  
your smartphone  
for more information 
on this product 
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Djg�Xdbb^ibZci�id�kVajZ�bZVch�i]Vi�lZ�bViX]�i]Z�eg^XZh�d[�]^\]�higZZi�XdbeZi^idgh��i]^h�ZmXajYZh�dca^cZ"dcan�dg�bV^a�dgYZg�Wjh^cZhhZh�#�HZgk^XZ�XdcY^i^dch�bjhi�WZ�XdbeVgVWaZ#�HZZ�djg�ºCZkZg�@cdl^c\an�JcYZghdaY»�aZVåZi�^c�djg�h]deh�dg�dca^cZ�[dg�YZiV^ah#

We’ve always been there for the latest thing. 
We’ve always been Never Knowingly Undersold.
Over 86 years ago we made a promise to provide quality  
products, fair prices and excellent service. It’s a commitment 
that’s as relevant today as it’s ever been.

Kenwood 
Cooking Chef 

£995
Stock No 855 43220

* Monday to Friday excluding public holiday. Order by 7pm previous working day. **Our commitment to value means that we match the prices of high street competitors (this excludes online-only or mail order businesses). Service conditions 
bjhi�WZ�XdbeVgVWaZ#�HZZ�djg�ºCZkZg�@cdl^c\an�JcYZghdaY»�aZVåZi�^c�djg�h]deh�dg�dca^cZ�[dg�YZiV^ah#�Eg^XZ�XdggZXi�Vi�i^bZ�d[�\d^c\�id�egZhh#

The latest 
Kenwood 
Cooking Chef.
More than just a mixer, this Kenwood 
Cooking Chef also lets you cook at 
the touch of a button.

By controlling temperatures and 
different stir settings, you can make 
even the most challenging recipes 
quickly and easily.

We offer free standard UK delivery 
on all orders over £30 and next day 
evening delivery for £9.95.*

Plus, we check and match our  
high street competitors’ shop and 
online prices.**

Visit one of our shops or buy online 
at johnlewis.com

Scan this code with  
your smartphone  
for more information 
on this product 
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Then again in 2012 a campaign reminded customers that the important things in life  
never change, including John Lewis’s promise to be Never Knowingly Undersold:

‘The Other Half’ TV ad September 2012

3 Delivering greater emotion in all John Lewis does

As well as these major peeks of marketing activity, deepening customer’s emotional 
affinity has informed all of John Lewis’s marketing activities since 2009.

This includes building our fashion credentials, with campaigns in leading fashion titles and 
the launch of Somerset by Alice Temperley, an exclusive partnership that has been the 
fastest selling brand launch of all time at John Lewis:

The launch of Somerset by Alice Temperley
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And greater desire and fashionability has been created in marketing for technology 
products too, from press through to brochures. Technology has proved to be the fastest 
growing category for John Lewis across 2011 and 2012, with 25% of sales going to new 
customers. The success of this more fashionable marketing can be seen in the fact that 
John Lewis is now the third largest retailer of Apple products in Europe:

And finally the home category that John Lewis is most famous for, has also taken 
significant steps forward to engage emotionally, tapping into key trigger points in 
customers lives:

Beauty is another area where John Lewis has made significant strides to engage with its 
customers emotionally. In 2012 beauty sales at John Lewis were 10% up year-on-year, vs 
just 5% market growth:
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Despite increases in overall investment, John Lewis is still heavily outspent by key rivals - 
M&S’s annual TV spend is greater than John Lewis’s entire annual advertising spend. 

John Lewis above-the-line spend and share of voice

Source: Nielsen AdDynamix

ATL spend7
2009 2010 2011

£15.2m
7.5%
£2.3m
2.6%

£21.3m
7.9%
£8.9m
6.5%

£26.3m
9.4%
£10.0m
6.6%

ATL share of voice8

TV spend
TV share of voice

Building our emotional strategy into our  
media approach

John Lewis’s media approach is designed to optimise the emotional strategy and  
ensure an integrated approach.
TV buying has ensured that the ads are experienced within emotional programming 
(e.g. X Factor/ dramas, soaps) and prioritises the programmes seen to be highly ‘sociable’: 

Analysis of ‘sociability’ of TV programmes

Made the brand more appealing %

Source: Data Science The horizontal axis takes account of how long a 
programme is, since this affects how likely it is to generate Tweets
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John Lewis home advertising has consistently outperformed the UK retail norm for 
increasing brand appeal:

43

UK retial
Norm

Home
AW 10

Home
SS 11

Home
EX 1

AW 11

Home
EX 2

AW 11

Home
AW 11
EX 3/4

Christmas
2011

Valentine
SS 12

73ó

53ó
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Source: Millward Brown tracking amongst John Lewis shoppers in catchment areas
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The key brand results

The communications were noticed and enjoyed and triggered an 
emotional response

Tracking shows that existing customers, our primary audience, have noticed and enjoyed 
the advertising to an extent previously unseen:

Total brand communication awareness and TV ad awareness

Advertising enjoyment and music enjoyment

Source: Millward Brown tracking

Source: Millward Brown tracking amongst John Lewis shoppers in catchment areas
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As intended the ads triggered positive emotions amongst customers.

Emotional response to ads

The communications were sought out, talked about, shared and spoofed

Not only were the communications enjoyed at the time of viewing but people talked about them, 
looked for them online and shared them, greatly amplifying the effect of the bought media.

Talking about the advertising

Source: Millward Brown tracking amongst John Lewis shoppers in catchment areas (These questions weren’t asked for 
Christmas 2009 and there isn’t a norm)

Source: Millward Brown tracking amongst John Lewis shoppers in catchment areas.
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Facebook response to Christmas 2011 ad

Source: YouTube, first 3 months only

Huge numbers of people have viewed the John Lewis TV ads on YouTube with many spoof 
versions created and shared too.

YouTube viewing of ads
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Such was the Twitter interest in ‘The long wait’ and ‘The Journey’ that both trended– 
globally – within hours of being launched online, even before they had been on TV 

Twitter worldwide trending topics on the day ‘The long wait’ was launched on Facebook

In 2012 an incredible 51% of the UK twitter users received at least one mention of the 
Snowman campaign, whist the ’snowman journey’ activity that saw the Snowman appear in 
real life across the country generated 36,076 tweets and 6.5 million page impressions.

Source: Twitter, 11.11.11

Source: Twitter

Celebrity tweets about ‘The long wait’



15

The communications were talked about in the media and entered 
popular culture

All the John Lewis ads have been frequently discussed in the media again ensuring that 
a limited budget went much further. The estimated ‘advertising value equivalent’ of all the 
coverage is approaching £5m 

Example press coverage
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Daily Telegraph cartoon of George Osborne as the little boy in ‘The Long Wait

Even more incredibly ‘Always a woman’ was the subject of ‘Thought For The Day’ on BBC 
Radio 4’s Today programme and an exam topic for AS Media Studies, whilst ‘The long 
wait’ became an official subject for church sermons and school assemblies: over 7000 
schools (teaching over a million pupils) downloaded an assembly guide devoted to the ad:

Assembly guide involving ‘The long wait’ 

Source: assemblies.org.uk

The music has been an important part of the advertising’s entry into popular culture.  
The tracks have charted and featured heavily in radio airplay. In 2012 the soundtrack to  
‘The Journey’ topped the official UK charts
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Finally, in 2012 it was clear that the John Lewis Christmas campaign has overtaken Coca 
cola ‘Train’ as the signal of the start of Christmas:

Google analytics comparison of John Lewis vs Coca Cola

The music has been an important part of the advertising’s entry into popular culture.  
The tracks have charted and featured heavily in radio airplay. In 2012 the soundtrack  
to ‘The Journey’ topped the official UK charts

‘The Journey’ Soundtrack at Number 1

The ‘advertising value equivalent’ of airplay and single downloads has been calculated at 
over £15m. This free coverage almost doubles the TV media investment.
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Penetration, frequency and average spend increased 

Customers are prepared to directly attribute the advertising with making the brand more 
appealing and making them more likely to shop at John Lewis 

Brand ‘feel good’ generated by the advertising

This translated into meeting our primary objective - getting existing shoppers to visit and 
spend more has indeed been achieved. 

Average annual spend per John Lewis customer

Source: Millward Brown tracking amongst John Lewis shoppers in catchment areas

Source: John Lewis analysis of payment card data (not possible prior to 2009 because EPOS system not in place)
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Furthermore our secondary objective of increasing penetration has also been achieved 

Number of John Lewis customers

Source: John Lewis analysis of payment card data (not possible prior to 2009 because EPOS system not in place)

The key business results

Following a difficult 2008 where sales declined slightly, John Lewis returned to growth 
from 2009 onwards 

John Lewis gross sales

Source: John Lewis financial reports (John Lewis financial years run Feb to Jan but have been 
taken as equivalent to the relevant calendar year)
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Like-for-like sales growth has become positive again, although 2011 was a particularly 
challenging year for John Lewis in line with the rest of the high street.

John Lewis like-for-like sales growth

John Lewis’s December sales have been particularly impressive since the new advertising 
began, outperforming the rest of the high street and setting new internal records every year. 

Christmas period like-for-like sales growth

Source: John Lewis financial reports
(John Lewis financial years run Feb to Jan but have been taken as equivalent to the relevant calendar year)

Source: Published financial information ; BRC: British Retail Consortium Retail Index (non-food)
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“By any standards, this is an impressive performance, but when the general trading 
environment over Christmas is taken into account it underlines the fact that John Lewis is 
outperforming the market by a very significant degree.” (Neil Saunders, managing director 
of the retail analysts Conlumino talking to BBC News 2nd Jan 2013)

In terms of sales growth versus the high street, John Lewis has consistently outperformed 
the British Retail Consortium:

Sales growth (like-for-like) amongst UK non-food retailers vs. John Lewis

The communications directly contributed to significant  
sales and profit uplifts

It’s clear that John Lewis’s business did very well during this period, but the critical question 
is: to what extent are communications driving this, versus other factors?

The sales of any large multi-channel retailer are affected by numerous variables and John 
Lewis uses sophisticated econometric modelling to isolate the contributions of different 
factors. 

We have a full model up to Jan 2012. From here we only have predicted models, the full 
model not being updated until Q2 2013: 

As can be seen from the chart above, the incremental revenue generated by communications 
translates into impressive incremental profit. Between 2009 and 2012, John Lewis 
communications have delivered £261m incremental profit, meaning that for every £1 spent £5.02 
is returned to the business.

The impact of marketing in 2012 appears to have had even more significant with ‘The 
Journey’ registering a predicted £163m in incremental revenue, the highest return of any 
single campaign John Lewis has ever run.

Source: British Retail Consortium; John Lewis

^ƉĞŶĚ�;ŵĞĚŝĂ͕�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƟŽŶ͕�ĨĞĞƐͿ

�d>�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƟŽŶƐ

(TV, press, outdoor, radio, cinema, online display)
Nov-Dec 09 

TV only
Feb 2010 

to Jan 2011
Feb 2011  

to Jan 2012

£3.2m £19.0m £29.7m £51.9m
£71.6m £363.3m £584.3m £1019.2m
£59.7m £302.7m £487.0m £849.4m

£13.7m £97.5m £149.8m £261.0m

£4.24 £5.13 £5.04 £5.02

424 513 504 502

Total

Total incremental revenue (including s�dͿ
dŽƚĂů�ŝŶĐƌĞŵĞŶƚĂů�ƌĞǀĞŶƵĞ�;ĞǆĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�s�dͿ
EĞƚ�ƉƌŽĮƚ28  ([Incremental revenue excluding VAT
ǆ�ŵĂƌŬĞƟŶŐ�ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƟŽŶ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶ�ʹ�ƐƉĞŶĚͿ

WƌŽĮƚ�ZK/�;EĞƚ�ƉƌŽĮƚ�ͬ�ƐƉĞŶĚͿ

ZKD/�;й�ƌĞƚƵƌŶ�ŽŶ�ŵĂƌŬĞƟŶŐ�ŝŶǀĞƐƚŵĞŶƚͿ
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The communications had other indirect business effects

Since the advertising began John Lewis’s desirability to supplier brands (especially premium 
ones) has increased dramatically: 

Premium brands that have become available at John Lewis since 2009

Source: John Lewis

Further tangible evidence of suppliers’ increased commitment to John Lewis is their  
greater preparedness to contribute to funding the advertising:

Growth in supplier funding since 2009

Source: John Lewis

Electrical and Home 
Technology Fashion Beauty

>ŽĞǁĞ�;ƌĞƚƵƌŶĞĚ�ĂŌĞƌ�ϱ�
ǇĞĂƌ�ĂďƐĞŶĐĞͿ

Bang & Olufsen (JL is only 
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Burberry Body
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^ƵƉƉůŝĞƌ�ĨƵŶĚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ĂĚǀĞƌƟƐŝŶŐ�;ŝŶĚĞǆĞĚ�ŽŶ�ϮϬϬϵͲϭϬ�ĮŐƵƌĞͿ
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2010-11
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ϮϬϭϮͲϭϯ�;ĞƐƟŵĂƚĞĚͿ
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The communications made Partners very happy
The John Lewis Partnership’s overall stated purpose is “the happiness of all its members, 
through their worthwhile and satisfying employment in a successful business”.
Communications have contributed to the fulfilment of this objective, not only by giving 
Partners advertising that they have enjoyed and felt proud of but also by increasing the 
size of the annual bonuses they have been given. 

Partner feedback about the advertising

For the three financial years that this activity straddles both John Lewis and Waitrose 
bonuses have been generous at 15%, 18% and 14% of annual salary (equivalent to 7  
to 10 weeks’ pay – an unprecedented level of generosity in retail) 

Partners celebrate the bonus announcement, March 2011

Source: Letters to John Lewis Gazette, emails to Marketing department

It is very unusual to be able to make a link between marketing effectiveness and 
employee happiness, but it is a fact of immense pride to all concerned that we can, and 
we would hope to the founder of John Lewis himself.

Summary

This paper tells the story of how, in a little over two years, John Lewis communications 
have propelled the brand into the nation’s hearts, achieved a return on investment of over 
500% and made every Partner better off.

It is a story of consistency, the interrelationships between all media, and above the power 
of emotions to drive sales.
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&ŝƌƐƚůǇ�ǁŚŽ�ĚŽ�/�ĐŽŶŐƌĂƚƵůĂƚĞ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŵŽƐƚ�ŝŶƚƌŝŐƵŝŶŐ�ĂĚǀĞƌƟƐĞŵĞŶƚ�ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ�ƌĞĐĞŶƚůǇ�ĂŝƌĞĚ�ŽŶ�dĞůĞǀŝƐŝŽŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�:ŽŚŶ�>ĞǁŝƐ͘�/�ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞůǇ�ůŽǀĞĚ�ŝƚ͕�/�
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�ďƐŽůƵƚĞůǇ�ůŽǀĞ�ŝƚ͘��
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