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IT has been 22 years since Irving Shulman shortened the name of his 
discount clothing chain from Daffy Dan’s to Daffy’s in a bid to class up the 
brand, which was known for goofy marketing stunts like perching 
mannequins on the roof so passers-by would run in to warn of suicide 
jumpers, then hopefully stay for the bargains. 
 

Today Daffy’s is one of the oldest 
operating discount chains in the 
Northeast. But lately it has found itself 
in competition with some unlikely 
rivals: luxury department stores like 
Saks and Neiman Marcus that have 
started advertising on Daffy’s turf, 
stressing low prices over fashion or 
luxury. 

 
“If you walk down the street, every shop 
window’s got a discount sign on it now,” 
said  Jan Jacobs, co-founder of Johannes 
Leonardo, Daffy’s new creative agency, 

which is backed by the WPP Group. Daffy’s has had a firm hold on the off-
price market since it was founded 48 years ago, he said, “but because of the 
economy and everyone offering discounts, they are disappearing into the 
background.” 
 
Looking to reclaim the discount mantle, Daffy’s is starting a quirky 
marketing campaign centered on a contest that will award one person the 
kind of value not generally associated with a clothing store: a one-year lease 

A print ad for Daffy’s new campaign, 
a contest to lease an apartment in the 
West Village for a very low price of 
$700 a month. 

 



on a fully furnished $7,000-a-month apartment in Manhattan’s West Village 
neighborhood at $700 a month. 
 
• 
 
Starting July 23, people can go to select Daffy’s locations and create a 30-
second video explaining why they deserve the apartment. The company will 
post the best videos on its Web site, eventually nominating five finalists 
from which the public will choose a winner by Sept. 16. 
 
Daffy’s, which is based in North Bergen, N.J., will advertise the contest in 
some nontraditional (read: inexpensive) ways. The company will post ads 
for the apartment in the housing section of Craigslist and tape handwritten 
fliers around the city with tear-off tabs bearing the number of a contest 
hotline. 
 
More traditional prints ads — featuring glamour shots of the apartment from 
inside and out—will appear in magazines like New York and Time Out New 
York, and promotional materials will appear in all Daffy’s stores. The 
company will also operate a pop-up store for the length of the campaign out 
of the ground floor of the building in which the apartment is located, which 
is One Seventh Avenue South. The apartment will be open for tours by the 
public, and a sign in the window will identify it for people on the street. 
 
The hope is that the wildly discounted apartment will strike a chord with 
rent-conscious New Yorkers, and generate conversation about Daffy’s. 
 
“One thing we all have in common in New York is that we all pay too much 
to live here,” Mr. Jacobs, whose agency is based in the West Village, said. 
“Real estate is sort of the No. 1 dinnertime conversation in New York, and 
we wanted to engage that.” 
 
Will Bracker, director of marketing at Daffy’s, said the campaign was 
“beautifully fused to what this brand is all about,” and furthered Daffy’s 
tradition of marketing efforts that focused on creating buzz. (In addition to 
the mannequin stunt, Daffy’s once sold silver dollars for 88 cents.) 
 
“The mannequin on the roof, that got the cops involved,” Mr. Bracker said. 
“We don’t expect that to happen this time around, but the idea did make us 
uncomfortable in a good way.” 



 
Daffy’s operates 17 stores in New York and North Jersey, and one in 
Philadelphia. People wanting to enter the contest will be encouraged to 
check the store’s Web site to find out which stores will have video booths 
and when. 
 
It’s not hard to understand why Daffy’s chose now to hire an agency and 
produce a coordinated marketing effort — things it has done only 
sporadically during its history. 
 
Since the economy took a nosedive last year, shoppers have sought out 
stores that they believe give them more for their money. In the last 12 
months, sales at discount retail chains like Daffy’s, T. J. Maxx and Filene’s 
Basement have risen 0.6 percent, while department store sales have dropped 
6.3 percent and specialty store sales have dropped 5.5 percent, according to 
the NPD Group, a market research firm. 
 
Of course, a sales bump of less than 1 percent hardly translates to boom 
times for any company. Filene’s Basement filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
protection earlier this year, and Mr. Bracker said that while “this is the year 
to be in the off-price business,” Daffy’s was “striving to hold our own” 
against increased competition and scaled-back spending. 
 
• 
 
Still, the numbers suggest that discount shopping has, at least for now, lost 
its stigma among more upscale customers, said Marshal Cohen, an NPD 
analyst, in part because luxury brands themselves have been flying the 
discount flag, creating opportunity for Daffy’s. 
 
“It is no longer a necessity to keep it a secret if you shop at these discount, 
off-price retailers,” Mr. Cohen said. “In fact, it has almost become more 
fashionable” than shopping at luxury brands. 
 
He also said Daffy’s knew what it was doing by focusing on buzz over 
traditional advertising. 
 
“By far the No. 1 influence on why a consumer will shop in an off-price 
store is word of mouth,” he said. “The kind of conversation where someone 
says to a friend, ‘Hey, great jacket you’re wearing. Where did you get it?’ ” 



 
Daffy’s may not need to fight for the discount title much longer, however. 
Unlike luxury and department stores, companies like Daffy’s and Filene’s 
Basement are able to offer steep discounts by buying leftover inventory that 
manufacturers’ warehouses are unable to sell to department stores. Mr. 
Cohen said that stores like Neiman Marcus and Saks would soon have to 
return to higher prices to stay solvent. 
 
“Daffy’s will have an opportunity when other retailers go back to try and get 
full price if they can keep this momentum alive,” he said. “The pressure will 
be on them to stay front-and-center in the consumer’s mind when the 
economy turns around.” 
 
A version of this article appeared in print on July 15, 2009, on page B5 of the New York edition. 
 
 
 


