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NIGEL WITHAM - STEPS TO DESIGN SUCCESS

 Overhauling your venue’s image can give profi ts a boost, 
and it doesn’t have to break the bank, says commercial 

interior designer Nigel Witham

NEW YEAR, 
NEW LOOK

There’s no doubt that business has been tough in re-
cent years, and most pub and bar owners are suffer-
ing. And 2012 doesn’t look like being much better. 
You want to improve business but you know it’s just 
not possible to fi nd hundreds of thousands of Pounds 
for a proper refi t. What can you do instead and for 
less money?

Normally, I’d say do things right and do them once, 

and remind you that you can’t expect a complete transfor-

mation of your customer’s perceptions unless you make 

a complete design transformation too. However, these 

are not normal times, and there are some circumstances 

in which small, relatively cheap changes can make very 

good returns. 

Look around your outlet and decide – as dispassionate-

ly as possible – which elements are detracting from your 

offer. Ask your customers and staff what needs improving 

and, above all, ask an experienced designer to guide you 

about what can give the best ROI.

Leave elements that work well alone and concentrate 

on turning any negatives into positives. Look particularly 

at all the touch points in your business – everywhere cus-

tomers connect with you: the interiors, the staff, the web-

sites, the menus and so on.

Here is my top ten hit list of things that will require 

your special attention. All of these tips are elemental, so 

you can do them one at a time, and all of them will gen-

erate a return if done right.
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BRANDING
This is my absolute top tip for independent outlets. 

Many spend a fortune on their interiors but next to 

nothing on getting proper advice about naming and 

branding their business. Most begrudge spending 

more than a few hundred Pounds on a logo. Some 

design their own. From long experience I can tell 

you that nothing – absolutely 

nothing else that you can 

invest in – will give you 

more bang for your 

buck than a proper re-

branding programme 

conducted by an ex-

perienced professional. 

You can spend millions 

pounds on a full refi t 

but often just £20,000 

on re-branding, which 

– if this is then properly 

maintained – will often 

produce the same sales 

improvement. If you 

don’t believe me, visit 

the Design Council web-

site for independent

 case studies.

WEBSITE
What goes for branding also goes for websites. It 

amazes me how weak most small business web-

sites are. You might think that £500 is enough to 

pay for a website, but all you’re paying for is for a 

cheap programmer to spoil all your other promotion-

al work and create a negative impression. Website 

design and positioning requires many skills that you 

won’t fi nd in a lone individual. Go to a proper fi rm 

and spend the right money. This is a key touch point. 

Again, get it done right and the results can amaze.

SIGNS
Signs are one of the 

most important touch 

points for any retail 

business, with one 

caveat: you must 

have a good name 

and branding fi rst. 

Nothing makes a 

business look more 

like it has given up on itself and has no imagination 

than an underpowered sign. If you want a profes-

sional job, hire a professional. Pay a good designer 

to do it right and pay a sign maker to work to the 

designer’s specifi cation. Never use a free design pro-

duced by a sign making company. For economic rea-

sons, sign makers can’t invest the high-quality, pro-

fessional time on a free design that it merits.

If your pub or bar faces a narrow pedestrian 

street, think about the angle from which cus-

tomers approach. I’ve known businesses get 

measurable increases in sales by adding side-

facing A-frame boards, projecting signs or, best 

of all if you have large front windows, subtly illumi-

nated signs on the interior fl ank walls. Usefully, you 

won’t need planning consent for interior signs like 

you do for exterior ones.
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like it has given up on itself and has no imagination 

REDECORATE
Every outlet has paintwork. It’s normally the fi rst 

part of any architecture to fade, but the cheapest 

to restore. A little lick of paint can go a long way 

towards a fresh, clean look. You might even be able 

to paint it yourself.
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to paint it yourself.

OUTSIDE SEATING
Have you any exterior space where you can add a 

few seats, perhaps with some wind-proof screens 

and planters? If so, and you are not using at busy 

times, then local council and weather permitting, 

you should be. If your neighbouring shops are closed 

in the evenings when you’re open, can you let the 

space in front of them as well?

SHOP FRONT
How plain is your shop front? A good shop-fi tting 

fi rm can have a simple shop front in and out in a day, 

and a complex one in a week. It will make a vast dif-

ference to your street presence, a vital touch point.
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Designer Nigel Witham writes a monthly piece for Pub & Bar looking at design and how to get it right. He has run his own practice for 25 

years and works mainly in the UK, although he travels frequently to the UAE and Australia. He also has permanent representation in New 

Zealand, New York and India. Find out more at www.nigelw.com

LIGHTING
Update your light fi ttings and make sure they all work. Lighting has changed 

enormously over the last few years and the technology is improving rapidly. Your 

lighting can look out-of-date more quickly than you might think, and upgrading 

will not only improve appearances but save energy and money too. Avoid or 

change any light fi tting that dazzles. It’s not comfortable and hurts people’s eyes. 

Lighting should nearly always be indirect and concealed. Also, remember that 

the visual style of the light fi tting is not as important as the technical quality of 

its illumination, so beware of cheap copies of more expensive designs.

INDOOR SEATING
 

Design is not primarily about getting things to look nice. It is more about getting 

them to work right and only then making them visually appealing. Chairs are a 

great example of this, and the 

most literal touch point. Un-

comfortable chairs turn peo-

ple off. They’ll leave sooner 

and come back less frequently 

if they don’t feel physically com-

fortable. At the same time, chang-

ing the visual style of your seating 

will have a major aesthetic effect, 

which can be either helpful or dam-

aging. I should know – I’ve often 

computer-modelled different 

chairs in the same environment. 

Check your chairs are comfortable 

and that they sell the business visu-

ally. If not, consider changing them 

and, since there is always someone on a 

tighter budget than you, sell the old ones 

on eBay.

 HIGHLIGHT A KEY AREA
Use extra lighting over your 

bar or other attractive archi-

tectural features, especially 

if it draws the eye in from 

outside. Letting people see 

through to the key touch 

points can make a huge dif-

ference.

TOILETS

How many outlets do you know where the toilets 

aren’t of the same standard as the front of house? 

Just about every pub I visit is guilty of this, and 

sometimes I think it’s almost a mandatory part of 

the genre. It is relatively expensive to refi t toilets, 

but it’s worth it because very many customers will 

assume – often rightly – that the condition of your 

toilets is indicative of the 

state of all of 

your back 

of house 

areas, in-

c l u d i n g 

your kitchen. 

Dirty, plain, cold, 

smelly or unimagi-

native toilets will put 

customers off.
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