
‘Tomorrow Today’

“This was absolutely a project management issue – taking a rigorous line was the only way to assure success,” adds Nigel 

Illingworth. “The real challenge for Mark Yates was to co-ordinate and manage the activities of a diverse group of people and 

target them in the best ways, when the reality was that we actually had very little leverage ourselves. Mark used his project 

experience and skills of persuasion to encourage and cajole people, to make it happen. With a time scale like this you haven’t 

got time to escalate problems if they crop up, say with BT or a cabling supplier. By the time you reach the right person you’re 

out of time. Mark’s ability to apply ‘emotional pressure’ was a huge asset. Overall, I think the speed and agility applied to this 

implementation were remarkable. Remember, Tec7 was starting from literally nothing – everything had to be done, from a 

brand new head office and warehouse set-up through to hosted data centre and in-store concessions themselves, from 

procuring hardware to configuring software and training employees in Merret.”

He adds, “This is an example of how Retail Assist and Merret, led by Project Services, can flex and adapt to different client 

requirements and business environments.” 

Alan Morris, Managing Director of Retail Assist says, “Tec7 was looking for rapid market entry underpinned by reliable and 

cost-effective technology. It had wide-ranging needs in terms of software, infrastructure and services, and we proved the 

value of working with an experienced, retail-specific provider able to deliver a powerful single-supplier solution. Our project 

management capabilities ensured the infrastructure was delivered on time and significantly under budget. This was an 

excellent result.”

Ravi Virdi, Managing Director, Tec7: “Given the deadline, budgets, the various people involved and the fact we were 

starting from nothing, I believe many other suppliers would have failed to deliver. The flexibility and ‘can do’ attitude of Retail 

Assist ensured project success. We had a sophisticated, real-time supply chain solution and supporting infrastructure 

installed from scratch in a matter of weeks. Retail Assist is big enough and has the experience to deliver this kind of solution - 

and to do it right, in a focused, agile and risk-averse way - while still providing a personal service.”

Keeping to plan

With 20+ sites extending from Glasgow to Plymouth and from Norwich to Cardiff, Retail Assist had to ensure project planning 

and rollout dovetailed with other issues around Tec7 launching, from the migration of data from House of Fraser systems to 

the Merret solution, to staff training and the fit-out of sales areas. The Retail Assist Helpdesk team also received training on 

Tec7’s specific set-up and requirements.

¬Yates says, “As well as stores we had to complete other critical tasks within the tight timescales. These included implement-

ing a wireless infrastructure solution at Tec7’s national distribution centre in Milton Keynes that interfaced with Merret and 

enabled, for example, accurate wireless put away and picking. The project plan to complete the warehouse set-up tasks only 

allowed for five weeks: it had to be live before the stores, and this part was a big challenge in itself. We also installed the IT 

infrastructure (PC’s, printers and comms) into Tec7’s Harrow head office, and procured and then installed the IBM iSeries 

hardware for the Merret application, hosted and supported in our Northampton data centre. The Northampton Data Centre 

was also configured by Retail Assist’s Technical Services team as the hub of Tec7’s network solution” 

From Tec7’s head office, through its warehouse and distribution centre to the in-store concessions, Merret software is 

responsible for all merchandising, stock control and inwards/outwards warehousing functionality, together with CRM and 

customer management activities including in-store capture of customer data, product serial number, deposits information and 

invoice printing. Tendering transactions are carried out using House of Fraser tills. At Tec7 head office, meanwhile, financial 

data from Merret is fed directly into the company’s Sage Finance suite, deployed by Retail Assist partner DCS. 

Strong project management

“We use formal project methodologies wherever possible,” says Mark Yates, “running projects based on Prince2 standards. 

But sometimes you’re severely pushed on time, as with this project, and you have to be flexible. Lots of approaches you’d 

routinely use on longer projects simply weren’t appropriate. Saying that, we were disciplined and stuck to the fundamentals. I 

did product-based planning up front, to understand the critical path in the project, to drive delivery. There was no scope to 

deviate from the plan. Every project task, from PC installation to shipping routers had to happen at a certain time. We also had 

Project Governance: for example, a Project Board met via conference call every week to ensure every party was fully briefed 

on the plan, rollout status, risks and issues and so on. One area in which we were very strict was the financial side, on spend 

and budget. Tec7 was a start-up and needed agreement from the venture capitalists to release any further project funds. If 

there’d been budget issues, seeking additional funding would, potentially, have led to delays.”

He adds, “A key part of Prince2 is that if you have to compromise on time then you may also end up compromising on budget 

and quality. With the Tec7 project - and despite the tight deadline - the budget and quality didn’t suffer. We delivered a high 

quality retail-specific solution in such a way that we actually came in under budget.”

Tight deadlines, fixed budgets, multiple stakeholders

“We received a purchase order that covered capital costs in mid April 2007,” says Mark Yates, Project Manager at Retail 

Assist. “We’d already prepared budget proposals, working out the costings and implementation plan. This PO funded the 

capital elements of the project, which involved the hardware, software and communications procurement. I led the Retail 

Assist team of five, liaising with and managing implementation across a large number of stakeholders, suppliers and third 

parties.”

Originally, the project was scoped by the Merret team to last 16 weeks in the run-up to Tec7’s launch. However, with Tec7 

continuing to negotiate concession partner arrangements with House of Fraser, this time scale reduced to 12 weeks and then, 

finally, to just seven weeks. “While the negotiations took longer than expected, the go-live deadline in the final contract 

remained the same,” says Nigel Illingworth, Product Director, Retail Assist. “House of Fraser was readying itself and emptying 

floor-space in advance of the launch, and Tec7 had to be ready to trade. There was no room for manoeuvre: we had to get it 

right despite the challenges faced. One of the biggest issues was that Tec7 could not utilise House of Fraser’s store IT 

infrastructure, so we had to hold separate discussions with each individual store, talking to the facilities people to work out the 

fastest and most effective ways to get the Tec7 infrastructure in, including communications lines. This added far more 

complexity to the project. Given what we had to achieve, precise project management was critical.”

In the event, the set-up went live in the first of 22 House of Fraser stores (Lakeside in Essex) just six weeks after project 

kick-off. The majority of remaining stores came online in the days following, with rollout completed in a few weeks. Two PCs 

were located in each store, both running Merret and one running Microsoft Office 2007. They also included a BT email 

solution, delivered as part of the ADSL communications. Each site has a printer, two scanners and a pre-configured router to 

facilitate dedicated comms for Tec7. Although all transactions go through House of Fraser tills, the in-store element of Merret 

enables Tec7 to record deposits, back orders and stock movements using unique serial numbers, gathering customer 

information and printing product receipts and guarantees.

“The biggest challenge in stores was getting the comms in place within the time scales,” continues Yates. “We weren’t using 

any House of Fraser infrastructure but had to work closely with them and Tec7 on issues such as where the comms were 

being terminated in a store and patching lines through to Tec7 sales areas. To facilitate this we had to work extremely closely 

with BT, House of Fraser and the cabling companies. Once in place, the broadband could be activated, we could configure 

the network to connect to the IBM iSeries hardware in the data centre running Merret, and the stores could start trading.”

Ravi Virdi, Managing Director, Tec7: “There was never any doubt my chosen ‘foundation stone’ for the 

business would need to be delivered and supported by an experienced supplier, with an excellent delivery 

record in retail. Retail Assist took this project on, and assumed levels of responsibility above and beyond what 

might normally be expected – this was a true start-up, and we were busy dealing with other critical issues such 

as buying stock, arranging offices and hiring staff.”

Retailer: 
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Project:

Mark Gifford, Chief Financial Officer, House of Fraser: “The introduction of Tec7 as the television, audio and 

technology partner to House of Fraser has significantly improved our customer proposition. The business has flourished as 

more relevant product has been introduced; not just the most updated televisions but from iPods to digital cameras, from 

electronic photo frames to laptops. Customer awareness has also grown, as products have been even more keenly priced. 

This has lead to the outstanding recent sales performance, up over 30% on last year.”

House of Fraser took a strategic decision to outsource its Sound & Vision department across 22 stores to VC-backed 
specialist electronics retailer Tec7

Tec7 needed a powerful IT and communications infrastructure to manage its supply chain and support retail 
operations from day one, installed efficiently and effectively

Retail Assist project expertise enabled successful delivery in six weeks

Prince2 and other methodologies were used; there was no scope to miss milestones while the strictest control of 
budget and spend was essential

Retail Assist’s Project Manager played the pivotal role managing a diverse team including Tec7, House of Fraser IT, 
BT, third party installation teams, Merret application development team, and consultants from accountancy firm Grant 
Thornton 

Outcomes: rigorous project management/governance saved Tec7 17% on capital costs originally allocated and then 
the Project was delivered at a cost which saved a further 4%

Outcomes: Tec7 is approaching the end of its first year of trade and is delivering an impressive sales performance, 
with substantial increases over the previous year; House of Fraser credits this increase to Tec7, whose business is 
underpinned by the infrastructure delivered by Retail Assist and its Project Services team

On time, under budget, ready for business – and delivering impressive sales increases

Tec7 began trading in May 2007, the brainchild of retail entrepreneur Ravi Virdi. Specialising in fashion consumer electronics and IT 

products, it now sells through 24 concessions inside prestigious House of Fraser department stores. House of Fraser was aware it had an 

opportunity to achieve far higher sales in audio and visual technology. Tec7, meanwhile, decided to implement the end-to-end Merret 

supply chain solution to underpin its business, supported by infrastructure, hosting and support services from Retail Assist. A leading 

retail-only solutions and services company, Retail Assist provides UK and international retailers with end-to-end applications and a 

range of services that reduce costs, optimise retail operations and support higher revenues. 

Retail Assist clients include Harvey Nichols, Selfridges, World Duty Free, Paperchase, Adams Childrenswear, Warehouse, Principles, The 

Shoe Studio, Oasis, Coast, Thresher Group, INGLOT, Odin Retail, Bodas and Burberry.

Background

Tec7 Limited / House of Fraser

Retail Assist Limited

A complete IT and communications infrastructure with all hardware/software for a retail start-up, installed 
from scratch to a very tight deadline - incl. supply chain solution, head office, warehouse and distribution 
centre, Data Centre and multiple store sites

Mid April 2007 to May 2007 (6 weeks) - including two Bank Holiday weekends

Retail Assist, Tec7, House of Fraser, BT, third party installers/cabling companies, consultants from Grant 
Thornton, Tec7’s venture capitalists

Time scale: 

Project team
/stakeholders: 
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