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Steps to design success - Nigel Witham

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

A while ago, I was on local BBC radio talking about 
pub design. I don’t think I gave the glamorous pre-
senter the answers she was expecting. A famous 
old pub had re-opened after a refurbishment and 
I expect my role was to say how important design 
would be in sealing its success. But I didn’t necessar-
ily agree with this.

The thing is, every good outlet must have three in-

gredients to be successful: financial control, technical ex-

pertise and seduction.

You can’t hope to be successful without financial con-

trol and technical expertise. You can’t enter any market 

and beat competitors consistently with less expertise or 

less money. These things are vital, and if you go without, 

you’ll go bust. So, technical expertise and financial con-

trol are the givens, everyone must have them. 

To be different, you need to seduce your customers 

and that’s where we designers come in. Design is part of 

the process of seduction.

 Seduction used to be called 

‘marketing’ or ‘sales’, but these 

days, with all the complex tools 

marketing people use, these words 

don’t really cover everything. For 

example, Facebook and Twitter 

can be used to seduce your cus-

tomers and, if you are patient, 

they can be very powerful tools, 

but they don’t sell or market in any conventional sense. 

They seduce slowly which, after all, is the best way, if 

you want to build a lasting relationship.

Seducing your customers does not mean taking them 

out for a candlelit dinner, though. It means finding a way 

to connect with them on a new level and create a genu-

ine engagement with them that is different from what 

they are used to. Sometimes this gets confused with 

technical expertise. Remember, technical expertise only 

gets the second date, never the first! A slightly different 

visual style is not going to get a first date that often, it is 

just one choice among many others.

In my view, there are two successful seduction strate-

gies that win customer fidelity. I call them personal and 

corporate seduction.

Personal seduction
The first restaurant I ever designed was a tapas bar. 

It was owned and run by a Spanish family who were 

among the most expert restaurateurs I ever met. They 

seemed to be everywhere at once, pouring a glass of 

wine here, mopping a spill there and taking orders eve-

rywhere – all in a perfectly-organised state of chaos.

Most importantly, they made their customers feel not as 

if they were inviting them into their restaurant but into 

their living room. They never spoke down to them. They 

knew a few tricks too. 

For example, if a customer ever ate the whole meal 

and then complained and refused to pay, the head Span-

iard would tear up the bill indignantly in front of them 

then throw them out. This always got a round of ap-

plause from the other diners, probably because he had 

made an authentic and human display of passion. 

My design for them was OK, but to be honest it 

wasn’t the big deal – they were. It’s still there today, 

more than 20 years on, tatty and tired but my Spaniards 

are still full of energy and so their tables are always full. 

Personal pubs and bars are almost always one-offs.  

They only work for owner-operators and they are not for 

the lazy. They only need a simple, neutral interior design 

that forms the set on which the 

actors perform.

Corporate seduction
For this you need to get the de-

signers in full-on to do the whole 

thing. Make sure the whole brand, 

interior, and message is clear. 

Work with your team to find a 

way to engage with your custom-

ers and add value and involvement at every touch point. 

Teach your staff what the brand values are, train them, 

write down routines and measure them. You can’t pick 

better than McDonalds as an example of this strategy to 

create engagement with everyone that has anything to 

do with them.

Although you may not think so, these two approach-

es have much in common, they are both authentic and 

honest. They don’t set out to be anything other than 

what they are. They don’t talk down to their customers, 

and they add value at every opportunity. They don’t need 

customer satisfaction forms to know how well they’re 

doing; they know anyway.

Back to the BBC. That glamorous radio presenter 

asked me (I presume hypothetically) if I’d rather take her 

to an old fashioned pub or a flash city centre bar. My an-

swer (and probably why I’ll never get asked back!) was 

that we’d have a good time in either. You see, it doesn’t 

matter which path you take to seduce your customers so 

long as you mean it and you’re authentic.  

As Bob Monkhouse said, “If you can fake sincerity, 

you’ve got it made”. That is the essence of great design.

Nigel Witham gives his tips for seducing customers and 
building lasting loyalty

“If you can fake 
sincerity, you’ve 

got it made. 
That is the 

essence of great 
design”


