
J
ust as Thierry Garnier was
getting ready to reveal his
plans to shake up Kingfisher,
he was interrupted by a global
pandemic. As lockdowns

loomed, the chief executive of the 
pan-European DIY group made the 
call to shut its stores, despite them 
being legally allowed to stay open. 
“They were classed as essential retail, 
but we needed to make them safe. We 
had to do it, but it was still very 
painful to have 85 per cent of our 
stores closed for four weeks.” 

Yet in hindsight the coronavirus 
outbreak may be seen as having 
helped his cause, giving the 
Frenchman licence to be bolder than 
he might have been and accelerating 
his plans to revamp the business by 
focusing on online shoppers. 

This was no small do-it-yourself 
repair: the home improvement chain 
has 24,616 staff at its 982 stores in the 
UK, split between its B&Q and 
Screwfix brands, another 18,169 
employees in 221 French Castorama 
and Brico Dépôt shops and a further 
165 stores in Romania, Spain, Poland 
and Russia.

As stores started to shut in Britain,
Kingfisher launched a new system of 
picking online orders straight from 
B&Q shop shelves and rolled out 
hundreds of click-and-collect sites. As 
a result, online sales have jumped 
fourfold since the start of the 
pandemic. Even when stores began to 
reopen, online sales continued to 
soar, helping Kingfisher to deliver 
25  per cent like-for-like sales growth 
in the second quarter, compared with 
a 74 per cent slump in the first week 
of April. 

Indeed, in the last week of June the
group took 1.5 million online orders, 
with the UK being the biggest driver 
of internet activity. To put that into 
context, Sainsbury’s, the supermarket 
chain, has doubled its capacity to 
600,000 grocery orders a week 
during the coronavirus outbreak.

The sprawling nature of 
Kingfisher’s operations was an extra 
advantage. For example, “France was 
initially quite relaxed about 
customers using cash, but we saw that 
Spanish and British consumers were 
worried about the virus being on 
notes and coins, so we pushed them 
to bring in contactless payments”. It 
also meant that the group was early 
in spotting a jump in demand for 
plexiglass. “Before it was really a 
thing in Poland, we were on the 
phone telling them they needed to 
order some straight away because it 
was in short supply globally. They 
listened and it paid off.

Mr Garnier’s strategy to drive 
online growth at Kingfisher relies 
heavily on his stint in China, where 
he spent eight years running 
Carrefour’s Asian operations and 
where he became used to seeing 
shoppers using messaging apps to 
make purchases and to organising 
hundreds of motorbikes to deliver 
groceries from supermarkets at three-
minute intervals. He believes that 

speed is the key to achieving success 
in online retailing in future: “I think 
fast home deliveries will be the way 
forward. You already have thirty 
minutes in China or one hour in the 
United States. There is a way for us to 
compete in this and if you believe that 
speed is the trend, using our store 
network is a very big advantage.” 

Critics of Mr Garnier’s strategy 
argue that most DIY customers know 
well in advance if they are taking on a 
home improvement project and 
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therefore are more relaxed about 
waiting a few days for deliveries. 
However, anyone who has had the 
hassle of being halfway up a ladder 
before realising that there isn’t much 
paint left in a tin might appreciate a 
somewhat swifter service.

Reacting quickly to customers’ 
needs is an issue that has been a 
challenge for Kingfisher for some 
time. The home improvement group 
has been a problematic fixer-upper 
for two decades as a string of bosses 

have flip-flopped between bold 
exploratory forays overseas and 
inevitable retreats. The last radical 
effort from Véronique Laury, Mr 
Garnier’s predecessor, to unify 
Kingfisher’s international operations 
into one group structure has been 
unceremoniously tossed out. In the 
new boss’s view, Ms Laury’s “One 
Kingfisher” determination to simplify 
sourcing meant that B&Q’s managers 
had no freedom to add a single 
product to the chain’s ranges without 
bureaucratic, sluggish approval from 
head office. 

While many onlookers interpreted
last month’s savaging of Ms Laury’s 
vision as throwing all the efforts of 
the past five years on the scrapheap, 
Mr Garnier argues: “No, not at all — 
it is more a question of how we can 
do things together versus us all being 
the same.” Then again, he also 
emphasises: “I do not want to unify.” 

He is also nonplussed about 
Kingfisher’s boast that 63 per cent of 
its product ranges are the same across 
the group (indeed, Ms Laury had 
clung to 90 per cent as holy grail 
territory). “I am not interested in that 
figure at all. I do not care, because it 
is of no interest to the consumer. Our 
strategy should be focused on the 
customer, not the group structure.” 

Touring B&Q’s reopened vast store
in New Malden, southwest London — 
and correcting himself for coming 
close to breaking two-metre 
distancing, despite multiple floor 
markings — he highlights products 
that have since been brought back to 
B&Q stores, such as Sandtex paint, 
which has a loyal customer following 
in Britain but is unknown in France. 
“We are now embracing the diversity 
of our different retail banners, this is a 

strength because different customers 
want different things.”

Changes are not limited to the shop
floor. The pandemic has forced Mr 
Garnier to encourage his refreshed 
board to change how they work and 
to try new things quickly. “I am an 
engineer by background and I like 
things to have an ordered process, but 
I learnt in China that the world is not 
like that. Sometimes it is a question of 
‘done, better than perfect’.” 

And Covid-19 has affected the 54-
year-old directly in other ways. The 
crisis hit when he was only six 
months into his job. It has been an 
intense experience and while 
normally he would be holidaying in 
Bordeaux at this time of year, this 
year he is going to Cornwall for a 
short rest. Is there a danger, then, that 
the Kingfisher chief might be burnt 
out by the scale of coronavirus 
challenge? “No, I have enjoyed it,” he 
says, before fretting that such a 
sentiment might sound callous. 
“What I mean is I have always dreamt 
of being useful for something. It is a 
privilege to be the boss during a crisis, 
because if you can help and do your 
bit, then it makes a difference.” 

Yet as shoppers have queued 
outside B&Q stores to stock up on 
decking, compost and power tools to 
make the most of their enforced stay 
at home, the company’s boss has been 
holed up in a London flat, without 
any green space to call his own — 
“And I really like gardening, too,” he 
says sadly, looking at the rows of 
plants in the New Malden store. 
Perhaps there will be time for that in 
future, but at the moment there are 
the small matters of a global 
pandemic and a corporate DIY 
project to keep him busy. 
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Q&A
Who or what is your 
mentor? 
My first bosses in retail, 
they were very different 
from me and I learnt a 
lot at Carrefour
Does money motivate 
you? 
When I spent time in 
China, I realised that 
what drives me in life 
is  learning something 
new — I learnt 
Mandarin
What does leadership 
mean to you?
I like being 
useful, if you 
can be 
useful 
that  is 
important 
and dis-
covering 
you can do 

things to make a 
difference 
How do you relax?
I like sport — running, 
swimming, sailing, 
horse riding and I am 
very keen on gardening 
What is your favourite 
TV programme? 
Homeland and I’ve just 
finished The Crown
Which person do you 
most admire? 
My four children — 
Clara, Paul, Capucine 
and Ines — are the 
people I admire most. 
They followed us to 
China and then had to 
do their higher 

education alone
in France, far

from the
family.
They all
managed
a critical
period of

their life
really well

CV
Age: 54 
Education: Master’s in 
engineering, École 
Polytechnique, Paris 
Career: 1991-97: French 
civil service; 1997-99: 
hypermarkets director, 
Promodès; 1999-2002: 
regional director, 
Carrefour; 2003-08: 
chief executive, 
Champion (Carrefour 
France supermarkets); 
2008-12: international 
executive director, then 
growth markets 
executive director, 
Carrefour; 2012-19: chief 
executive, Carrefour 
Asia; chief executive, 
Carrefour China; 
September 2019: chief 
executive, Kingfisher
Family: Married, four 
children

Business

the times | Saturday July 11 2020

The supply of the material by The Publisher does not constitute or imply any endorsement or sponsorship of any product, service, company or organisation. Material may not be edited, altered, photocopied, electronically 
scanned or otherwise dealt in without the written permission of The Publisher. Times News Paper, News UK & Ireland Ltd, 1 London Bridge Street, London SE1 9GF email: enquiries@newssyndication.com. Reprinted with 
permission by www.medialicensingco.com tel: 020 3773 9320.

The Manifesto


