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A view from the top: Roberts Radio

moved into DAB and entered new
categories such as sound systems. When
Dick Roberts died we had ten models,
now the company has over 90 products
in its portfolio.

“On top of this we have grown the
relationship with the British Wireless for
the Blind Fund. We are their chosen
manufacturer. In terms of kudos this is
immensely important for us. We have
developed specialist products for them
and some of their features were
incorporated into the standard models.”

So what are the unique features of
Roberts radios in the current cut-throat
market?

“The word quality comes to mind first,”
says Leslie. “Quality comes in design as
much as in longevity and quality of
distribution. Consumers tell us that our
products go on and on and on. Owning a
Roberts radio makes a statement about
you as a consumer. It’s like owning a Rolls
Royce.”

The culture of Roberts Radio is that of
longevity — both in terms of products and
personnel. “Each member of our team
has been with us for a very long time.
They all embrace and understand the
brand.”

Leslie is reluctant to divulge the financial
information about the company but he
says that the turnover of the business has
grown twenty times since the acquisition.

Leslie Burrage
in/his ‘local’
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Owen Watters, Roberts Radio chief executive,
on the Roberts’ new distribution policy

“It is a set of trading terms and conditions
specifying how we would like our products to
be represented in the marketplace and what
the customer should expect when they want to
buy Roberts products or have a problem with
them.

“The trading agreement sets our products in
different categories, since some require more
explanations than others. These are: the
lifestyle range, such as the Revival, sound
systems and the internet range. Retailers

selling products from these three categories

would need to satisfy a range of criteria (19 in

total). For example there must be sufficient product information both online and in-
store, stock has to be available in store or for a reasonable time online, and there
has to be a help function to handle customer queries. Crucially there has to be clear
information about returns and after care arrangements.

“The new distribution terms will be introduced from 1 April 2013 but over the
following weeks we will be visiting all our dealers individually and presenting this
information to them. This will give them an opportunity to voice their questions and
opinions. The new conditions will apply to all our customers. If they don’t adhere to
new terms we will reserve the right to withhold supplies.”

Roberts is now the number one radio
brand in the UK. “In the run up to
Christmas, our business with John Lewis
was 15% up year-on-year. No other brand
got close to this figure. Yet, although being
a number one gives one a nice warm
feeling, what you do at the bottom line is
what matters. We have both volume and
profit up despite challenging market
conditions.”

Roberts’ independents

“The independent dealer is the bedrock of
our brand.” In 1994, 34% of Roberts
Radio’s business went through the
independent channel. Then it increased to
50% and now is in mid-forties.

“Robust”, this is how Leslie describes
Roberts Radio’s relationship with the
independent channel. “We are very sniffy
about where our products go. The
independent who stocks Roberts
understands the brand and the manner in
which it has to be supported. And they get
a good return on their investment.”

The company is currently drawing its
new terms and conditions of distribution
(see the box above).

“It’s a very straightforward document in
the way it outlines what we expect from
the dealer and the dealer expects of us.

18 The Independent Electrical Retailer February 2013

(R
&/

Once we shake hands on these
conditions we can control how our
products are marketed, including
withholding supplies if the retailers don’t
meet the criteria.”

Looking forward

In 2013, Roberts Radio is planning to
extend its product range and expand
geographically. “We will be diversifying into
new product categories and we will seek
growth in the European and global markets.
Our Revivals have particular appeal in the
Far East.”

Winning has always been Leslie
Burrage’s ambition, whether it was on the
rugby field or in business. “Not money.
Money has never been a motivator for
me. Integrity is very high on the list of
things | respect.”

It is perhaps not surprising that a
number of leading figures in the industry,
such as ex-Sony managing director Steve
Dowdle, consider Leslie as their mentor.

In 2008, Leslie received the Lifetime
Achievement Award at the Independent
Business Awards.

Rugby is his greatest passion, “after my
family”. No doubt, they both will wait for
him when one day he decides to step
down from the captain’s bridge. B



