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Introduction 

The luxury industry is in a deep crisis today. It is battling a lot of 

pressures – both external and internal. Moreover, luxury is facing a 

deflation of meaning as the traditional value of luxury is quickly 

becoming eroded. Therefore, we need to redefine the meaning of 

luxury as a concept to restore its fading relevancy and discover a 

new place in people’s lives where luxury can play a lead role. 

The whole world today is changing in terms of both pace and scale, and 

societies, businesses and cultures are changing with it. We need to look at the 

luxury landscape holistically to understand the true scope of this change and 

find a cure that would enable luxury brands to regain control. 

  

There are testing times lying ahead for the luxury industry worth �250bn in 

2015, according to Bain & Company. Current situation might have been 

worsened as companies were ‘in denial’ about the ‘reset’ of luxury industry 

triggered by the collapse of demand in China from 2013 onwards as Financial 

Times had reported earlier this spring. 

 

The economic slowdown and crisis of the luxury sector are no random events, 

however. There have been many factors – be it political, financial, social or 

cultural - accumulating since early 2013, which have now hit all at once: the 

slowdown of Chinese economy, annexation of Crimea, sanctions of European 

Union on Russia, weakened Russian Ruble, fight on corruption in China, strong 

Euro, terrorist attacks in Paris and Brussels, rising confidence of Chinese 

consumers reflected in a declining demand for traditional European luxury 

goods (as a sign of decreasing need to signal status and affluence through 

Western codes of luxury), emergence of a new Asian generation of consumers, 

who are more cosmopolitan, individualistic and sophisticated in their choices. 
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In reaction to these seismic events, luxury brands are calling out their 
losses one by one: Tiffany is losing rapport with the young customers, 
especially in China, as their luxury products no longer resonate with the 
changing tastes and perception of luxury aesthetics of a young generation. 

Richemont has had a difficult first half of the year. Burberry’s sales are 
dropping significantly. LVMH and Prada are experiencing losses. The whole 
industry is looking to cut costs in pursuit of restoring its financial health. What it 
should be doing, however, is to look for constructive and relevant ways how to 

restore the inner meaning of luxury. Meaning is the only thing that is future-
proof as numbers cannot deal with uncertainty. 

 

Luxury category is particularly sensitive to meaning as its ‘symbolic value’ 

far surpasses the functional attributes of its products. We pay more for the 
extra signs and symbols that we get to consume along with what luxury 
represents in our culture and society as an ideological concept. People crave 
meaning to signify their own sense of self, identity, status, needs and emotions.  

 

Luxury costs more simply because it means more. It has always been 
based on the inflation of meaning. But when the dominant meaning no longer 
resonates with the state of society today, when it’s out of sync with the culture 

and people’s expectations, its value gets derailed and meaning gets deflated.  

 

This is why ‘meaning’ as an entity is far more important to build for the 
luxury brands than in any other market sector. By default, the lack of 

meaning in luxury is wildly more visible than in other categories and as such 
can cause a much greater damage than in say utility-driven sectors such as 
consumer goods, retail, banking, telecomm or B2B, where the gap in between 
the ‘symbolic value’ and ‘functional value’ is proportionally much smaller. 

 

What luxury industry needs to do is to change the story of the category. 

For the lack of a fresher and more relevant meaning, luxury will always default 
back to the original narrative of what luxury industry stands for, until the story of 
what luxury means today finally gets retold. We need to fuel new meaning in 
the luxury category, understand how consumer needs, expectations and 

desires have shifted, and help define a new language and codes of luxury to 
create a new sustainable luxury value for the 21st century. 
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5  
Key Shifts Driving 
Change In the 
Luxury Space 



Shift 1 

From Luxury Goods  

To Designing Luxury Experiences 

Keywords: 
 
•  Creating emotional connections 
•  Sharing moments with others 

•  Forming lasting memories 
•  Immersive luxury experiences 
 

The first shift has to do with the rapidly changing nature of needs in today’s 
society. With the over-production of material goods and the excess of data and 
information, there is an increasing need for simplicity, spirituality and serenity 
in our lives. Experiences are therefore seen as a highly desirable form of luxury. 
  
Luxury needs to provide meaningful experiences and moments we can share 
with others, helps us create lasting memories, offer opportunities to enrich our 
lives and the lives of others. Even though this trend is stronger in the Western 
markets, which tend to have more individualistic mentalities, there is a strong 
trend of ‘zero consumption’ growing in Asia at the moment. Zero consumption 
is shifting focus towards the experiential non-materialistic aspects of luxury 
such as lavish dinning, travelling, self-indulgence, self-soothing and 
mindfulness. 
  

According to BCG, experiential luxury now accounts for almost 55% of the total 
luxury spent worldwide and has grown 50% faster than luxury products sales. 
Experiences are seen as an attractive form of luxury as they are richer, easier to 
share with others, transcend time and have a transformative potential. Unlike 
material luxury, experiences are unique to each individual, are irreplaceable 
and unrepeatable because they’re bound to both space and time. That’s what 
makes them extremely valuable. 
 

The opportunity for traditional luxury brands here is to tap into the 
narrative potential of their brands, embrace new kinds of storytelling and 
create immersive experiences that people can share and cherish. 
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Creating and Sharing Moments: 
Emotional Connections in the Digital Space 

A great example of the first shift is the Burberry Kisses campaign. In 2013, 
Burberry partnered up with Google to create a unique digital experience that 
allowed Burberry to connect with new audiences worldwide. As fashion shows 
are sacred to only the lucky few, Burberry wanted to transcend the limitations 
of a catwalk and create a truly global experience. Thanks to a new app, Google 
was able to capture and re-mediate the emotional imprint of Burberry brand 
and make the Burberry experience accessible to all people around the world. 
  

People interacting with the app through their smartphones were able to send 
letters to their loved ones sealed with their own virtual kisses. It was a hugely 
successful campaign, which presented Burberry as a highly relevant 
experiential brand. It was a particularly strong campaign because it used 
something so fundamentally human as a kiss in an unexpected context of a 
digital environment. Burberry Kisses was an important milestone embracing 
our deepest emotions and senses in technologically innovative ways. 

Example 

Photo: Burberry Kisses, Think with Google, 2013 
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Shift 2 

From Luxury Branding  

To Empowering New Identities 

Keywords: 
 
•  Individuality and authentic sense of self 
•  Empowering new and dynamic identities 

•  Discreet and understated luxury 
 
The second shift has to do with the changing status of brands from objects of 
praise to the social vehicles of change, self-expression and self-actualisation. 
Historically, luxury used to stand for excess, lavishness and opulence, but the 
ostentatious display of labels has led markets to a logo fatigue. With the 
decline in demand for flashy logos signaling conformity to the mass mode of 
aspiration on one hand, and the ever-increasing importance of subtleness and 
personal significance of luxury on the other, words like ‘understated’ and 
‘discreet’ are quickly becoming synonymous with the new codes of luxury. 
  

Today, psychological drivers are much less about an aspirational value, status 
quo and becoming more in the eyes of others, and rather are powered by our 
craving for authenticity, identity, self-expression and becoming more of oneself. 
  
Luxury brands are mighty vehicles of change – they can empower our own 
identity creation and reinforce our unique sense of self. It’s less about what’s 
downright visible and more about the positive feelings and associated 
meanings that luxury generates in the minds of customers. This is why luxury 
brands need to embrace their inner meaning as the ‘symbolic value’ is the 
primary value people consume in the luxury category.  
  

The opportunity for traditional luxury brands here is to tap into the new 
codes of luxury such as simplicity, authenticity or diversity and allow 
people to use luxury proactively on their own terms. Finding ways to help 
people maximize their human potential and help them become more of 
themselves is the next big objective that luxury brands should focus on.  
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Example 

Discreet Luxury:  
Authenticity and Sans Logo Strategy 

Photo: Bottega Veneta, intrecciato technique 

A very nice example of a luxury brand with discreet labeling is Bottega Veneta. 
This Italian luxury fashion brand has fully embraced the ‘sans logo’ strategy to 
enhance its codes of understated luxury, elegance and high sophistication. 
 
True luxury connoisseurs seek out this brand for its signature style, weaved 
leather products and sophisticated intrecciato technique. Bottega Veneta 
signals exclusivity through its iconic design, simplicity and craftsmanship. 
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Shift 3 

From Rarity, Opulence and Excess  

To Sustainability and Luxury Essentialism 

Keywords: 
 
•  Democratised access to luxury 
•  Everyday luxury and little self-indulgences 

•  Detour from aspiration to saturating essential needs 
 
The third shift has led luxury to gain a much everyday value as access to luxury 
has become rapidly democratised. Rise of democratised access has enabled 
luxury value to diversify across a whole spectrum of needs, some of them even 
essential. This has led luxury to gain a significant place in our everyday lives 
and become a part of our everyday conversations and lifestyle. 
  
The tension in between lavish excess and everyday necessity, rarity and 
essentialism has been embedded in the very concept of luxury for centuries. 
When the meaning of luxury was based on  ‘being rare’, its use was 
instrumental to signifying a high class position in the society and reinforcing 
the status quo. Today, this notion is no longer dominant. 
 

The key code driving the aspirational value of luxury has always been 
scarcity. Without scarcity, there would be no luxury. Sadly, other things have 
become scarce now, and precisely those that were of abundance in the past. 
Space, light, clean air, blue sky, spirituality, mindfulness, human touch or the 
sense of a true connection have become the ultimate forms of luxury for an 
average urban person today.  
 
The opportunity for traditional luxury brands here is to create new ways 
how to diversify luxury value and become more essential in everyday life. 
Luxury needs to saturate a much broader bundle of needs other than just 
aspiration to retain relevancy. It’s about finding new currencies of value 
that will make luxury more contextualised with people’s real lives. 
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Luxury Essentialism: 
Everyday Luxuries and Little Indulgences 

Example 

Photo: PrimaDonna, Godiva, Coop Truly Irresistable 

Examples of everyday luxury brands can be very diverse as our everyday lives 
are diverse as well. On one hand, essential luxury can be a basic utility of 
ordinary value created to the highest standard, which makes it extraordinary, 
such as Coop’s Truly Irresistible range. On the other hand, everyday luxuries 
can be the little private moments of a sinful joy, where we indulge in the littlest 
ways treating ourselves with a state-of-the-art piece of chocolate, like Godiva. 
 
PrimaDonna lingerie brand is an unusual example of an everyday luxury, 
because its product marries the sophisticated technology and 150 years of 
heritage and craftsmanship with the functionality aspects a perfect fit, support 
and high comfort. These are little innocent ways to splurge on a daily basis 
tapping into the traditional codes of luxury while retaining a strong functional 
aspect of a premium product: divine taste, impeccable comfort or a perfect fit. 
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Shift 4 

From Heritage, Tradition and Legacy  

To Seeking New Kinds of Relevancy 

Keywords: 
 
•  Power of re-contextualisation 
•  New technologies and connected communities 

•  Radical collaborations and seeking inspiration everywhere 
 
The fourth shift has led luxury to move from heritage and legacy to seeking 
new impulses. With the boom in digital technology, customer expectations are 
increasing every day and brands need to go way beyond the story of a quality 
product and craftsmanship to create and sustain a market momentum.  
 
Brand narratives driven solely by the past are no longer considered relevant by 
the customers today. Luxury brands need to tell new stories. Making the bridge 
between the past, present and future can be a powerful strategy for traditional 
luxury brands. Introducing the old in new surprising ways is essential for luxury 
brands to gain traction and stay appealing to their audiences.  
 
Savviness and connaissance linked to heritage are still important to luxury 
consumers, but the notion of connected communities is rising very fast. Luxury 
brands need to facilitate connections and create communities to retain value.  
 

Technology has radically changed the view on luxury. Modern technologies are 
able to create a more high-end value than traditional handcrafted techniques, 
but digital has also been instrumental to making luxury still relevant today. 
Technology, however, is only an enabler to the luxury value. Luxury itself will 
always be primarily about the symbolic value: signs, codes and meanings. 
 

The opportunity for traditional luxury brands here is to become more 
open, perceptive and mirror culture, rather than staying encapsulated in 
their own brand worlds. By paying more attention to their surroundings, 
luxury brands can become more meaningful and aligned with culture. 
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Example 

Radical Collaborations:  
Power of Changing the Context 

Photo: Hiroshi Fujiwara, Yayoi Kusama and her polka dot design for Louis Vuitton 2012 collection 

A very good example of the new kind of relevancy would be Louis Vuitton’s 
collaboration with Japanese designers of a radically different sense of style 
and often surreal aesthetics. In 2012, Louis Vuitton collaborated with a 
celebrated 83-year-old Japanese feminist artist Yayoi Kusama for a special 
limited collection, who immersed Louis Vuitton products, concept store and 
brand experience into her signature polka dots. This designer brand 
‘abduction’ has moved the LV monogram to a completely new conceptual and 
visual territory.  
 
Only exceptionally strong brands can afford to have their signature designs 
hijacked by other designers. In case of Louis Vuitton, the new design elements 
helped reinforce Louis Vuitton’s dominance in the luxury fashion category.  
 
This year, Louis Vuitton plans a collaboration with another Japanese designer 
Hiroshi Fujiwara for a limited edition of monogram eclipse.  
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Shift 5 

From Luxury Artefacts  

To Creating Cultural Movements 

Keywords: 
 
•  Creating tribes and cultures 
•  Making social statements 

•  Erosion of the absolute value of luxury 
•  Diversified and culturally rooted view on luxury 
 

The fifth and last shift is driving the biggest change of all: loss of an absolute 
value of luxury and rise of the many luxuries. Luxury now has a relative value 
as the meaning of luxury is increasingly becoming culturally rooted and driven. 
In today’s world characterised by the fluidity of space and time and a mutual 
interconnectedness, perception of luxury has been diversified. It means 
different things to different people based on their values and cultural specifics. 
  
This is especially true for the strong iconic luxury brands such as Louis Vuitton 
in China for example, which due to its high demand and visibility has become 
culturally synonymous with the ‘label for secretaries’. Contrary to this in its 
home of France, Louis Vuitton still has a strong perception for its roots in 
luggage manufacturing, and therefore is linked to concepts such as style, craft, 
elegance, effortlessness, simplicity, durability, practicality and timelessness.  
  

As we move around the world, brands can gain different meanings in different 
cultural contexts based on their social, political and demographic specifics. In 
this sense, luxury brands can’t retain an absolute value culturally, but can 
develop a relative cultural value. The relative value is what luxury brands need 
to focus on to reinforce strong perceptions that are culturally driven, and 
therefore relevant to particular markets worldwide. 
  
The opportunity for traditional luxury brands here is to embrace the power 
of culture. Luxury brands need to become active agents of culture and 
align their expressions with cultural values of the markets worldwide. 
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Example 

Redefining Beauty: 
Social Statements and Cultural Icons 

Good example of brands that have embraced the power of cultural expressions 
are Chanel and Pirelli. In 2014, Chanel organized a protest at the Paris Fashion 
Week catwalk show, where models carried placards with feminist messages 
and demonstrated for equality while shouting on the stage. Joining the 
conversation as a part of a broader female movement was an unexpected way 
for Chanel to create a new sense of relevancy around the brand better known 
for its rich heritage, craftsmanship and timeless elegance embodied by the 
immortal persona of Coco Chanel. 
 

This year, Pirelli known for publishing famous calendars celebrating female 
beauty since 1963 came with a radically different view. Pirelli made a strong 
statement on real beauty and diversity. Annie Leibovitz created beautiful 
portraits of twelve strong women with a unique voice, who challenge the status 
quo and are known for their talent and work, rather than an impeccable body 
fulfilling traditional expectations of beauty. Out of all women featured, only two 
were shown in their underwear this year: Serena Williams and Amy Schumer. 

Photo: Chanel Protest, 2014 and Pirelli calendar, 2016 

13



5 

Actionable Steps 
Luxury Brands Can 
Take To Restore       
Lost Relevancy 



Actionable Step 1 

Embrace Your Inner Story 

Embrace your meaning, embrace your narrative and immerse your 
audiences in a compelling story to create a truly experiential brand. 
 
Symbolic value far surpasses utility when it comes to luxury brands. 
Meaning and symbolic value is the core of every luxury brand and as such 
should be a your primary focus when building a strong brand of a lasting 
value in the luxury category. 

Actionable Step 2 

Invest In Your Customers’ New Identity 

The question is not who you are as a brand, but who you want your 
customer to become when they purchase your brand. 
 
As objects of social praise, luxury brands have the natural tendency to 
become obsessed with themselves. Become obsessed with the customer 
instead. Who do you want your customer to become? What is the meaning 
and what are the signs and symbols you want them to embody?  
 
Humans crave signs and meanings. We consume brands to create, rebuild 
and reinforce our own individual identities. Your product has become the 
symbol. The symbol has become the new product. Tap into the power of 
symbolic interactionism and fully embrace the meanings your brand creates 
in the minds of your customers. 
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Actionable Step 3 

Become Essential To People’s Lives 

Becoming essential means discovering new ways how to become 
relevant in context of people’s real lives. 
 
It is less about creating escapist fairy-tale-like worlds and triggering codes 
of aspiration through the luxury product and more about creating a new 
sense of usefulness while serving people to fulfil their ever-changing forms 
of self-actualisation.  
 
Live in context of people’s everyday lives and understand their needs, 
values and cultures to help maximise their own human potential. The role of 
luxury brands inevitably is to lead people on their journey to become more 
of themselves and lead happier and more fulfilled lives. 

Actionable Step 4 

Draw Relevancy From What’s Around You 

Pay attention to what’s happening around you and actively seek out 
moments that can bring a new sense of relevancy in your brand.  
 
How to construct new experiences that are in tune with what’s currently 
happening around you? Being relevant today means mirroring culture and 
using its own elements to actively recreate it. You need to become a part of 
the conversation, not create your own brand voice in detachment from 
what’s happening in the world around you. Connect and reboot. 
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Actionable Step 5 

Tap Into Cultural Zeitgeist To Create Meaning 

Finally, tap into culture and borrow meanings that are in sync with 
where the society is going to create cultural relevancy. 
 
Luxury has a relative value based on society and cultural climate the 
brand operates in. Different cultures saturate different needs through 
identical luxury branded products and derive different meanings in result. 
 
Your brand strategy needs to become much more proactive, organic, 
fluid and culturally aware to saturate a diverse bundle of needs for 
customers around the world in a locally relevant way. 

DEFINE YOUR 
CUSTOMER’S 
NEW IDENTITY 

CAPITALISE 
ON CULTURE 
TO CREATE 
MOMENTUM  

DRAW 
RELEVANCY 
FROM WHAT 
SURROUNDS 

YOU 

LIVE IN 
CONTEXT    

OF PEOPLE’S 
REAL LIVES 

CREATE  
MEANING 
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