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By Suzanne Hader

While the current economic forecast for most business sectors is

dim, a bright light still shines on the luxury marketplace. Estimated

by analysts to be a $220 billion (and growing) market, it’s one by

which many brands wish to be illuminated.

To win over today’s upscale customers, brands must ensure a flawlessly 

engaging and emotional experience with every interaction.

LuxuryWooing

Customers
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But luxury goods and service provision is a high-margin
game in which fewer customers purchase more expensive
items, making competition for the luxury customer’s share
of wallet fierce. Not surprisingly, there is a big push by 
marketers to position—or reposition—their brands to better 
capture the attention of this specific demographic.

Their challenge is reaching today’s luxury consumer.
Connecting with this group is no longer just about proper
messaging; it’s also (perhaps even more so) about creating a
positive, memorable, and emotion-evoking experience. Brands
that are upscale—or aspire to those heights—must understand
that the experience they create around their brand is now the
critical differentiator. The brands that come out ahead will be
those that collect and then leverage their knowledge of the
needs and desires of this sector, and consistently exceed its
expectations. 

Consider the tales of two luxury shoppers. Cindy N., a
young research professional living and working in New York,
is not rich. But she is a luxury goods customer who spends
much of her discretionary income on high-end handbags,
coats, and shoes. Shopping online recently at high-fashion
apparel retailer Net-a-Porter.com, she had a question about
sizing on an item and sent a brief e-mail to customer service.
In short order, she received a detailed reply that answered her
question about the item—and also suggested additional items
that could tie an outfit together around it. 

Net-a-Porter’s highly personalized service has won critical
acclaim from the luxury marketplace, along with equal finan-
cial rewards: Net-a-Porter’s business has almost doubled in
size every year since its inception in 2000, and ambitious
growth plans are in place to continue the trend.

Then there’s Jane D. Enticed by a pair of Jimmy Choo boots
she saw in a magazine, she went to the upscale boutique that
carried them, credit card in hand. Jane approached the sales-
person at the counter who was filing receipts; a second sales-
person was talking to a customer—about her dog. When Jane
asked for the boots, the counter salesperson pointed to the
other one and said: “I’m sorry, I’m busy right now, you’ll have
to wait for her.” Incensed, Jane walked out—without the
boots, and with a very bad feeling about the brand.

Many a once-lustrous luxury brand has fallen from its
pedestal (think Audi in the early 2000s), not only because of
questionable product quality, but also by failing to provide the
flawless customer experience this increasingly demanding and

fragmented consumer segment expects. More disturbing to
brands, however, should be the amount of profit that is
assuredly lost at the hands of poorly trained, apathetic, or
aloof customer-facing staff. This lack of recognition that times
have changed—and with them, the demands of the luxury
clientele—is part of the issue.

What Is Luxury ?
Although it depends on which dictionary you consult, lux-

ury has been defined as “something inessential but conducive
to pleasure and comfort; something expensive or hard to
obtain; sumptuous living or surroundings: lives in luxury.”
But to the luxury customer, luxury is a promise. It’s a brand’s
commitment that you (the customer) will be taken care of in
exactly the way you expect, whether purchasing a $20 million
yacht, a diamond encrusted cell phone, or a $20 chocolate bar.

Truly luxurious brands allow customers to give up con-
trol and to trust that they will not be disappointed in the
item’s quality—or in the service and ownership experience
around it. The service aspect cannot be uncoupled from the
product where luxury is concerned; the two are completely
intertwined and interdependent. Delivering on this customer
category’s expectations, which are very subjective and some-
times vague, is a daunting task—but it is also the main reason
people are willing to pay the premium.

That said, all luxury is not created equal. And the term
“luxurious” is becoming so overused it has almost lost all
meaning. 

For example, the Four Seasons and the Mandarin Oriental
both consider themselves luxury hotels. The Four Seasons
develops egalitarian workers who can respond intelligently
and independently to keep customers satisfied. They’re very
careful to promise only what they can deliver, so they can
deliver on what they promise—every time. 

Rather than overselling the customer with hype and
superlatives, the Four Seasons focuses on the provision of a
great hotel experience, which is achieved by setting expecta-
tions appropriately and then trying to exceed those expecta-
tions whenever and wherever possible. The Four Seasons is
confident in the value of the product being provided and what
it is worth to customers—so much so that the hotel group
does not participate in the prevalent industry discount game.
Finally, its marketing efforts are very narrowly targeted in
terms of advertising, direct mail, and one-to-one relationship
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building. The Four Seasons does not advertise in Vogue.
The Mandarin Oriental’s approach is more scripted and

“by the book,” as a consultant who travels frequently recently
discovered. Ann T. booked a room through the Mandarin
Oriental’s Web site, which said the room had a balcony. Once
there, she saw the “balcony” was a six-inch beam with a rail-
ing attached. Disappointed, Ann took the elevator back to the
lobby and asked to switch to a room with a real balcony.

Begrudgingly, the agent switched the room and escorted
her to see the new one. On the way, he told her that this new
room was his “favorite.” Later, when ordering room service,
Ann heard that the wine she selected was the order-taker’s
“favorite.” And the next day, she was told that her spa pack-
age was the receptionist’s “favorite.” By the third time, Ann
was hip to the script.

It’s a small detail, but true luxury is getting all of the small
details right. Today’s luxury customers are extremely sensitive
and intolerant of the slightest whiff of disingenuousness. They
know when they’re being put on. In this case, the Mandarin
Oriental’s patronizing treatment put Ann on the defensive for
the rest of her stay and dissolved all trust in the staff—and
any desire to interact with the brand in the future. 

The Four Seasons is a certifiably luxurious experience, 
precisely because customers know they can trust the brand 
to provide an experience that’s worth every penny and more.
They know that once they step over that threshold, they can
relax and enjoy the stay because their treatment will be
authentic and consistently outstanding. 

New Wealth Begets New Customers
Twenty years ago, luxury goods and services were market-

ed primarily (if not exclusively) to the ultra-wealthy. Brands
promoted their premium goods and services as indicators of
class and status, outward signs that the purchaser had
“arrived.” In the intervening years, however, a variety of eco-
nomic factors have created enormous new wealth—and with
it, a new type of luxury consumer with different motivations
and needs. While the marketplace still consists of the ultra-
wealthy, it now also encompasses a much broader customer
base of both aspirational and solidly affluent customers, all
desiring upscale products and services—delivered on their
terms. Today’s luxury market comprises three main segments: 

• Ultra-high net worth. This segment includes company
owners, entrepreneurs, and entertainment moguls who are
so well-funded that they don’t need to work (although
many still do). Some can’t spend all the money they have.
Many of their purchases are made by advisers or house
managers. Think Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and Oprah
Winfrey.

• Wealthy. These are high-income earners such as doctors,
lawyers, the C-suite elite, entrepreneurs, and celebrities.
Think sports stars, actors, musicians, and so on. Loss of a

job or an economic downturn (without proper financial
planning) could land them back where they began. Many
also advance to the “ultra” category.

• Aspirational. These are people who are typically affluent,
but not always, though many may become affluent and
even wealthy. These customers trade up and use discre-
tionary income to purchase luxury items, but shop for
more basic items at mass or “masstige” levels. The catego-
ry includes the affluent stay-at-home mom who books five-
star vacations, but shops for paper goods at Target; the
high school or college student who spends $200 on a pair
of jeans, and the bartender who spends $300 on a pair of
sunglasses.

What Shapes Luxury Habits
Whatever category they fall into, most of today’s upscale

customers share four characteristics that brands need to con-
sider when shaping the customer experience.

First, it’s all about indulgence and expression. Selecting a
brand is a means to explore and express an identity; these cus-
tomers won’t be forced into a mold. Rather than dressing in
one fashion label from head to toe, luxury fashionistas com-
bine pieces from multiple brands to create a unique signature
statement. It’s not unusual to find this new type of luxury cus-
tomer in a 3.1 Phillip Lim top, J Brand jeans and Christian
Louboutin boots, carrying a Miu Miu bag. 

This means that customers are engaging with four or more
luxury brands to assemble each and every outfit. And it puts
the pressure on marketers to first find out what products res-
onate with this empowered, creative demographic—and then
wrap an experience around their acquisitions that will keep
them coming back for more.

Second, experiences trump “things.” Especially in a down
economy, luxury customers will splurge on experiences, rather
than items. When money gets tight (or is perceived so), guilt
becomes a factor. Sharing indulgences helps disarm the guilt.
It requires providers of luxury services to not only surprise
and delight initiators of these luxury experiences (such as
exotic trips, special events, or gifts), but also to make them
look good in the eyes of the recipients. 

Third, it must be “worth it.” These consumers will indulge
in purchases they believe are “worth it,” but buy lower-cost
items when no luxury option satisfies their expectations: The
woman who spends a small fortune on interior design, but
gets her pots and pans at Target; the family that flies coach,
but stays at the Ritz-Carlton; or the younger career woman
who buys thousand-dollar handbags, but gets everything else
from H&M and Zara. The aspirational customer, however, is
not the only one with an eye for value. High net worth shop-
pers also evaluate purchases and judge whether they merit
their lofty price tags. 

Still, this market enjoys spending money when the value of
the product and the experience of purchasing and using it are
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perceived to be in line with the price. For example, before
Apple, purchasing a personal computer was a largely undif-
ferentiated experience because the end product made little dif-
ference once it was in use. Apple conceived and delivered a
clearly superior luxurious computing experience (both in pur-
chase and in use) that people consider to be well worth its
premium price. 

Finally, today’s luxury customers expect an emotionally
rewarding and affirmative experience with each and every
premium brand interaction—from introduction to acquisition
and beyond. In exchange for their attention—and share of
wallet—they expect favored upscale brands to evolve, sur-
prise, and delight them. Kate Spade, for example, created
great, inclusive experiences by the continuous development,
experimentation, and evolution of her brand. Spade’s ads,
Web content, diverse array of products, and inspired collabo-
rations kept everyone’s curiosity piqued. A prime example of
this was her “Behind the Curtain” Web site, a pop-culture col-
lage that catalogued her influences, interests, and whatever
she thought was cool. Customers let in on these “secrets” felt
like they knew the brand in friendship, further deepening the
emotional connection.

Operationalize the Brand
Where luxury brands face the greatest risk of compromis-

ing the experiential connection is at the point of sale, making
operationalization of the brand their biggest obstacle to suc-
cess. Many spend millions getting their products in front of
potential customers, and spurring them to action. But bland or
less-than-pristine store environments, non-empathetic sales-
people, and poorly designed Web sites negate the investment
by alienating the customers that the brand’s marketing pro-
grams were able to attract. 

The challenge brands face is finding ways to provide a lux-
urious customer experience at every juncture. Here are some
guidelines for doing it right.

Whenever possible, use market research and psycho-
graphic and ethnographic profiling to pinpoint your target
customers and understand why they buy. Luxury customers
want to feel like the brand is speaking to them and them
alone. The first step to achieving this goal is to know your
audience better than your competition. 

Note that you should expect to pay a tidy sum for research.
Recruiting research subjects for this segment is very challeng-
ing, and incentives must be factored in, as most luxury con-
sumers do not want to be found or identified due to privacy
concerns. It can cost more than $1,000 to secure a small
amount of information from just one person. If purchasing or
using existing research to make decisions, make sure that the
sample set includes actual luxury customers. 

For example, one recently released and highly-publicized
“luxury survey” conducted by a well-known research outfit
asked a number of non-luxury customers what brand they
would buy if money were no object. The results, while inter-

esting from a pop culture standpoint, provided no insight into
the behavior or wishes of those who actually can and do buy
those products.

Aim for brand engagement and sales will follow. Luxury
customers are extremely wary of being sold to, and will reject
overtures that are too forceful or blatant. Instead, they look for
rich experiences that wrap the purchase in an emotional con-
nection based on shared values like privacy and quality.
Marketers should concentrate on inspiring the recipient to
engage with the brand at an emotional level, driving interest
rather than sales. Marketing initiatives should emphasize
quality over quantity every time. 

For example, biking and walking trip purveyor Butterfield
& Robinson (www.butterfield.com) combines a spectacular
and content-rich Web site with emotional and inspirational
direct mail—designed to get travelers to start thinking of the
company while on a tour with them, but not selling any one
particular thing. Full color pieces feature a large photograph
of an amazing destination with the words “Slow Down” or
“You, Here” with an arrow into the landscape written across
the front. Another brand that uses direct mail to further
embrace its customer base is luxury retailer Coach, which
occasionally sends out a bound booklet of its products as a
special sneak peek at its new collections. Because the catalog
is so well done and is mailed only when there’s a powerful
merchandise message behind it, customers tend to look for it
and save it.

Hire people who already have a “heart for service,” then
train and empower them to act on behalf of your brand.
Luxury retailer Ralph Lauren’s sales staff is empowered to
make split-second decisions they think will keep the customer
happy—without having to check with a manager. Staff also is
expected to become intimately acquainted with—and remem-
ber—client needs and desires. Additionally, Lauren’s stan-
dardized suite of shopper services provides a consistent
framework for appropriate customer service.

The brand may be what piques the luxury consumer’s
attention, but it’s the service that forges and solidifies the
bond. This bond, and the high degree of trust that comes with
it, is the reason why luxury customers are willing to pay so
much more for the privilege.

It’s also important to hire the right customer service people
to respond quickly to direct mail and Web site-generated
inquiries. This human connection provides a vital opportunity
to extend the customer relationship and reinforce your
brand’s personality through warm and friendly interactions.
Staff should also have all the resources they need to provide
useful information, above and beyond what’s been requested.

Develop programs to reengage dormant and ex-cus-
tomers. The luxury population is so small that many times it
is much easier (and less expensive) to woo back a former cus-
tomer than to find and engage a new one. In communicating
with these customers, be sure to place the emphasis on what
makes your luxury brand special and different from the rest. 
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One powerful way to re-pique interest in a brand is to
invite customers to an event, especially if it features a person
of note connected with the brand. Events need not be extrava-
gant, but they must be special. For example, Lexus put on
“Taste of Lexus: Luxury Living Edition” in 2007. It was a suite
of events held in major cities, where former and potential cus-
tomers were invited to come out and test drive different mod-
els on a professionally designed performance track. Events are
incredibly successful for the luxury market, because the mes-
saging is one-to-one and personal attention is assured.

Embrace online commerce—now. The e-commerce-
enabled Web site already has proven to be the most profitable,
highest traffic entry point for Chanel, Rolex, and Gucci—proof
that luxury consumers are ready and willing to spend large
sums of money online. In fact, when it comes to online com-
merce, luxury brands already are late to the party—as most
waited until customers clamored to shop online. 

Luxury brands also need to stop looking at online cus-
tomers as separate from offline customers. Many run their
dot-coms as competing storefronts, instead of as a channel
that complements real-life retail. Consider the customer who
purchases a blouse in black at the flagship, and is so delighted
with it she decides she wants one in every color. It should be

made easy for her to go online, find her original in-store pur-
chase and order the additional items (with free overnight
delivery). 

Though the technology already exists to facilitate this type
of integration, it still remains a huge untapped opportunity—
meaning luxury brands seem to be arriving (unfashionably)
late to this party too. Just as they expect to be recognized and
re m e m b e red when they shop in person, customers will soon
come to expect (and demand) that their luxury brands inte-
grate this knowledge of their pre f e rences and shopping history
between brick and mortar stores and online commerce outlets. 

Reaching today’s luxury customer has never been more
challenging—or financially rewarding. Marketers who under-
stand the nuances of what motivates this sector to establish
relationships with exclusive brands—and design high-touch
and high-trust experiences in response—will be best posi-
tioned to reap the rewards. ■
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