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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The preliminary aim of this paper is to determine the feasibility of an omnichannel approach in the luxury 

industry, with a specific focus on the implications that this strategic choice has on enterprises operating in the 

industry and with a dedicated focus on the topic of customer experience. The purpose of this dissertation will 

also be to outline the new part that physical stores will play, suggesting that under no circumstances they 

should be abandoned, rather recommending a thorough integration with digital and the other channels of the 

company. Moreover, the consequences on the business model and on every department will be scrutinized. 

 

The topic of customer experience will be dealt with several times through the course of the paper. Indeed, it is 

opinion of who writes that the customer centricity that comes with an omnichannel approach is mere theory if 

it is not properly accompanied by a thorough study of customer experience in the industry and within an 

omnichannel context. In fact, although the core of this approach is represented by channel integration, which 

generates value for both the brand and its customers via an increasingly tailored offering, among other factors, 

the customer really needs to be at the center of any activity implemented by the firm for omnichannel to 

generate sustained value. 

 

The concept of customer experience goes beyond its natural boundaries when implementing an omnichannel 

approach. As a matter of fact, the touchpoints with the customer increase tremendously, thus any activity 

related to the customer relationship management should be rethought. Luxury brands will still leverage on the 

striking treatment they offer in their physical stores to encourage in-store traffic and additional sales. Despite 

this conduct is necessary, it will no longer be sufficient. In an omnichannel context, luxury brands will have 

to deal with the digital world which cannot convey the same emotions that characterize their flagship stores. 

Through the course of the paper additional determinants affecting customer experience will be introduced, the 

most relevant of which is personalization.  

 

In order to perform a comprehensive analysis of the impact of this strategy, the first part of this study will be 

dedicated to the first stages of the industry. An overall measure of the dynamics that regulate the industry will 

be provided, highlighting the differences with traditional mass-market industries. In particular, the customer 

decision journey does not follow a rational path, rather sociological and psychological factors drive purchases. 

Throughout this chapter, implications of the peculiarity of the industry will be analyzed also from a business 

management point of view. Particular emphasis will be dedicated once more to the topic of customer 

experience, with reference to the role the physical store has traditionally played in the engagement of 

customers. In addition, the increasing trend of experiential marketing will be presented, highlighting the 

multitude of possibilities it opens up for luxury brands. To this end, the case of some best performers in the 

industry will be brought up as an illustrative example of the possibilities offered by an omnichannel approach.  
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The following section will be dedicated to the disruptive impact brought about by e-commerce, specifically 

the paper will try to shed a light on the implications of a multichannel, rather than single channel, approach. 

The luxury industry has been withstanding the advent of e-commerce for years, although during the last 

decade, and even more so due to the current pandemic, it has started to turn consistently to digital channels to 

reach its customers. In addition, the role of intermediaries in the diffusion of e-commerce will be studied in 

depth, observing the different approaches that two of the biggest players of the industry have displayed: YNAP 

and Farfetch. Further, an analysis of the impact of COVID-19 on online sales in the luxury industry will be 

provided. Beyond the product categories, the analysis will dive into the repatriation of consumption in China, 

which is doubtlessly enjoying an outstandingly increased demand due to the travel restrictions. To conclude 

this part of the paper, the Luxury New Retail project will be presented, trying to illustrate the possible 

consequences of this massive partnership between Farfetch, Alibaba and Richemont group aimed at enhancing 

accessibility for Chinese online consumers to luxury goods and in general at accelerating the digitalization 

process of the industry. 

 

The last section of the paper will include the core of the research. After having illustrated the concept of 

omnichannel, with an accurate distinction between the former and the multichannel approach, the main drivers 

of the diffusion of omnichannel will be taken into consideration. Subsequently, the topic will be furtherly 

developed taking advantage of the precious contribution offered by some practitioners operating in the sector, 

who agreed to be interviewed, but asked to remain anonymous. The research will provide clear attestation of 

the absolute need of the adoption of an omnichannel approach. Having stated unconditionally that the step 

should be taken in that direction, the paper will provide instructions on how to conduct this transition. In 

particular, the role played in this transition by the so-called Pure Internet Players, such as the above mentioned 

Farfetch and YNAP, will be developed. Should brands internalize omnichannel activities or are they better off 

partnering with one of these platforms? In which cases it would be more appropriate to externalize these 

practices? These topics will be tackled both from a strategic perspective and from a customer experience point 

of view. Merging the evidence brought about by the interviews with the theoretical groundwork and a series 

of economic theories, the paper aims to contribute to the academic discussion with an accurate suggestion for 

the implementation of omnichannel retail in the luxury industry. 
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2. TRADITIONAL LUXURY: A SINGLE CHANNEL APPROACH 

 

Prior to the advent of e-commerce, thus before of the diffusion of the multichannel approach and even further 

of the omnichannel approach, the luxury industry was heavily characterized by a single channel approach. It 

implies that there was essentially one major touchpoint with the client, that took place within the physical 

store. Nonetheless, several market analyses highlighting the growth of luxury on a worldwide scale, draw their 

attention to the issue of online sales, that are increasingly taking over. For retail, the most important challenge 

will be to find the perfect synergy between online and offline channels. The priority for retailers today is to 

integrate the physical and digital channels for a complete shopping experience, building an omnichannel 

strategy. The omnichannel approach is quickly becoming a minimum requirement for customers: on average 

3 out of 4 consumers expect a brand to be reachable through different channels, in China this rate goes up to 

9 out of 10 (Altagamma & Boston Consulting Group, 2018). In spite of this data, the luxury industry has been 

for a long time a florid industry adopting a single channel approach. 

 

Before trying to understand how the luxury industry developed and by which peculiarities it is characterized, 

a definition of the luxury industry is due. Although it may sound a trivial task, there is no univocal definition. 

Some might state that it refers to "handcrafted products made with fine fabrics or materials", someone else 

might define luxury as "emotion, the feeling you get after experiencing luxury"; still others would say that 

"luxury is the ability to buy what you want when you want" or, for many others, "the real luxury nowadays is 

time" (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009). From what can be understood, this term admits more interpretations: it can 

refer to goods belonging to completely different market segments, and it is strictly related to the psychological 

and emotional dimension of the consumer. Actually, the lack of a unique definition gives a hint in the 

description of the industry: luxury is intimately characterized by perception. 

 

Even though the term luxury does not define accurately something, it is still possible to identify some 

characteristic elements that distinguish luxury goods. As any other good, luxury products have a functional 

aspect, which refers to the physical characteristics of the product. In addition to this component, luxury goods 

are permeated by an emotional value, that has to do with the buyer’s personality, the brand’s personality, and 

brand perception. The real competition floor for luxury firms is indeed brand personality, rather than the 

product itself. In order to differentiate themselves significantly from competitors, enterprises must focus on 

those symbolic and emotional aspects that form the personality of the brand and its products, in order to create 

a strong and authentic identity, that will drive customers’ expectations and perception of the brand. 

 

However, the single channel approach has been the reality for decades, so the first chapter of this paper will 

be devolved to the definition of the industry, without coping extensively with topics related to e-commerce 

and “phygital” practices which will be dealt with later on, highlighting the sector’s peculiarities. 
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2.1 THE DETERMINANTS OF THE INCREASING DIFFUSION OF LUXURY 

The luxury sector has undergone several changes through the course of the years. The first signs of the luxury 

industry as we know it today date back to the 20th century, when four new and powerful drivers boosted the 

diffusion of luxury products. 

Firstly, democratization. This term describes the increasing accessibility of luxury products and services, thus 

increasing the customer base for the industry. Although this process may provide considerable benefits for 

firms operating in the industry because of the enhanced customer spectrum, democratization has to be carefully 

managed in order to avoid incurring in the risk of vulgarization. Brands should find the appropriate balance 

between exclusivity, so the capacity of the company to maintain an aura of excellence and uniqueness around 

the offerings, and accessibility, that is the main driver of sales. 

Secondly, increase in spending power. The capacity to spend an increased quantity of money by a larger 

number of consumers widens the client base once more. 

Then, globalization. This phenomenon plays a dual role in the conception of contemporary luxury. On one 

hand, it enhanced the rise in spending power, allowing for higher average wages in more countries, thus 

creating new markets to invest in. On the other hand, it poses the basis for a key factor in luxury, that is the 

country of origin. Any luxury product is grounded within a precise culture. Whenever a client buys an Italian 

luxury product, he/she is not only buying the item itself, rather he/she is purchasing a piece of Italy, with its 

identity and roots. This implies that luxury firms cannot dislocate production to reduce production costs as 

they need to be consistent with the cultural background of the product they offer. On the same note, this 

consistency is the determinant that allows firms to charge a premium price. 

Lastly, communication. Mass media means of communication have impacted the industry shedding a light on 

the degree of richness and endless possibilities that the planet offers, contributing to the democratization 

process (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009). 

 

All these factors contributed to the development of the luxury industry, which is becoming more and more 

widespread, at an unexpected rate. This degree of diffusion is sustainable thanks to the so-called non-return 

effect, which states that once an individual tastes luxury, it is extremely difficult for him/her to step back from 

it. In order to figure out why people will more likely cut out different costs from their spending routine rather 

than unnecessary purchases, such as the ones associated with luxury products, it must be clear that the reasons 

to buy associated with these products/services do not follow the traditional patterns of consumption. Prior to 

digging into the reasons to buy that lie behind the purchase of a luxury product, the next section will introduce 

some of the main marketing laws that discipline the industry. 
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2.2 ANTI-LAWS OF LUXURY MARKETING 

When dealing with a luxury brand, it should be clear that the majority of the traditional marketing principles 

do not apply. Conversely, deploying a traditional approach could prove to be harmful for the firm. During the 

course of the following passage, a number of this peculiarities, which are often referred to as anti-laws of 

marketing, will be suggested (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009). 

 

Luxury is not comparative. In traditional marketing strategies one of the first steps to be performed is defining 

the brand positioning. Enterprises decide where they want to stand with respect to competitors and 

communicate it through their products, advertising campaigns, and price, among other factors. Thus, 

conventional firms’ positioning depends on a series of exogenous factors, that are the main competitors, the 

competitive environment, and customers’ expectations. This approach is not compatible with the luxury 

industry. Luxury is unique, it is the expression of an individual’s taste, creative singleness and passion. Luxury 

is an identity, which is not relative to the context. Luxury simply is. This identity is what provides brands with 

the sense of uniqueness, timelessness and authenticity. 

 

Keep non-enthusiasts out. Sales growth is a major KPI for companies operating in conventional industries. 

Increasing market penetration, usually increases competitive advantage. With respect to luxury, increasing the 

degree of relevance, in terms of number of potential clients interested to the brand, is not necessarily positive. 

Although luxury firms compete for additional customers, and clearly aim to increase market penetration, 

enterprises should draw a line excluding some potential clients. This is done to avoid the risk of brand dilution, 

a topic that will be dealt with even in later chapters, that is the risk of losing brand uniqueness, eroding the 

dream that keeps the brand alive among the high-end customers. To this extent, a brand has to decide which 

clients to serve and which ones to exclude. 

 

Don’t respond to rising demand. Once more, it sounds counterintuitive, as volume growth is associated with 

good performance in mass-market sectors. The reasons behind this anti-law are similar to the ones that have 

been just mentioned. Deliberately producing a limited number of a single product, increases the value of the 

few that have been put to the market. 

 

Make it difficult for clients to buy. Purchasing a luxury item is something that customers need to earn, to some 

extent. Granting greater accessibility to the product will decrease the desire for it.  Luxury brands are an award 

for those clients that manage to overcome a series of obstacles, put in place by the brand itself. These obstacles 

include financial constraints, logistical constraints (shops are not available everywhere), culture (not everyone 

knows how to appreciate a piece of luxury) and time (waiting time for luxury items can take up to years). 

Clearly, this anti-law has been challenged by the advent of e-commerce. The paper will cope with this subject 

during the second chapter. 



 9 

 

The role of advertising is not to sell. In traditional marketing, the aim of an advertising campaign is clearly to 

increase sales, via a unique selling proposition. In luxury, what comes first, even before the product itself, is 

the dream. Advertising builds on a myth, through a careful storytelling that sustains, and recreates daily, the 

dream. This is also the reason why in advertising campaigns in luxury firms do not talk about price on most 

occasions, and when they do, they talk about value, rather than price, of the product. 

 

The presumed price should always seem higher than the actual price. As mentioned above, price does not 

usually enter marketing campaigns. In traditional markets, sellers try to attract customers with a low price, 

trying to raise the overall value of the transaction in a second phase. In luxury, when the supposed price is 

higher than the effective price, value is generated in three ways: 

 

 When an individual is wearing a luxury piece of clothing or jewelry, everyone around her knows more 

or less the value of said item. Thanks to the aura that surrounds the product, others will be inclined to 

overestimate the price, increasing the owner’s standing. 

 When gifting a luxury product, the present will be more appreciated the higher is price overestimation. 

 Increased price expectations allow luxury brands to charge higher prices. 

 

Luxury sets the price; price does not set luxury. The price at which a product is sold does not determine 

whether it can be classified as a luxury item. Luxury is set by culture; price is a consequence of brand 

perception. 

 

Raise average price in the long run. Whenever price seems reasonable, luxury firms should increase the price 

of the product. A reasonable price is open to rationality, thus to comparison. As previously stated, luxury is 

not comparative. Increasing prices will cut out unwanted customers and will give the brand a new zest that 

will attract customers who did not notice the brand in the first place. 

 

2.3 REASONS TO BUY 

As previously stated, luxury consumers do not follow a rational path that leads to the purchase of a given 

product. The reasons to buy that regulate the industry are much more subtle. Mainly, consumers turn to luxury 

companies for social, rather than utilitarian, motives. Purchasing a luxury item allows the user to achieve a 

superior social status with a deep sense of belonging to an exclusive cluster. Moreover, it provides the client 

with a deep sense of accomplishment, boosting self-esteem. Overall, luxury is a social marker for a good 

percentage of its clients. In addition to the social aspect, luxury has a very strong hedonistic component that 

distinguishes it from pure snobbery. Indeed, luxury firms have to enjoy a strong brand equity, but be able to 

deliver high quality products. 
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These determinants affect heavily the pricing strategies deployed by firms, as well as the trajectory of the 

demand curve. The most apparent difference with conventional, mass-market industries, lies in the price 

elasticity for luxury products: an increase in the price of a given product usually leads to increased demand in 

the long-run, and vice versa. Unmistakably, this phenomenon is associated with brand perception, increased 

price is often associated with increased quality, thus demand increases. In this case, brands need to manage 

carefully the increase in demand without meeting the whole demand for the item. As previously stated, this is 

one of the several paradoxes that affect the industry, that is the creation of a well-controlled scarcity, that 

drives perception of a unique product. 

 

Thus, the relationship between price and demand in this industry is more complex and needs to be analyzed 

thoroughly, in order to understand the rationale behind strategic choices implemented by incumbents. 

The first model to be introduced is the so-called Bandwagon effect. Essentially, this model suggests that 

demand for a certain product will increase as the product itself becomes more common. This relationship 

between price and demand is often referred to as the “fit in” effect, as the value of an item increases as more 

people consume the good. This effect is more evident in the clothing industry, where the prevailing collections 

set the standards of fashion. 

On the contrary, the Snob effect, theorizes that whenever a good is very common, demand for the product will 

decrease, as belonging said item will not allow the owner stand out anymore. 

 

These two models are primarily associated with the social aspect of luxury, the next two are more concerned 

with the psychology of the single user. 

The Veblen effect has been partially mentioned above. It suggests that the demand of a good increases as price 

grows up. This is due to the perception of increased quality, and, in some cases, it is driven by a social need 

to show off. 

Lastly, the Diderot effect refers to a series of purchases that are related to a first purchase. In detail, the model 

tries to explain the reasons behind the purchase of additional items of the same brand, after an initial purchase. 

The buyer seeks conformity with the cultural values expressed by the brand, as well as maximizing satisfaction 

associated with collectionism (Festa, 2020). 
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Figure 1. The four price effects in relation to self-consciousness and the degree of relevance of price as a social marker 

 

Source 1. Luxury Management (Festa,2020)  

 
This brief introduction actually suggests some key factors that govern the industry: 

• Luxury is qualitative and not quantitative 

• Luxury items are not necessarily best performers, hedonism precedes functionality 

• Luxury is a social phenomenon 

 

2.4 MARKETING MANAGEMENT IN LUXURY 

As the previous paragraph has shown, traditional marketing approaches do not apply in this industry. The 

paradoxical relationship that holds between price and demand clearly affects the strategic tools used by luxury 

brands. D. Dubois identifies as the main objectives of an effective luxury marketing campaign the following 

elements: craftmanship, high price and limited distribution, high cost, low promotional activity, and 

advertising. 

 

Accordingly, luxury products are not, and indeed cannot, be cheap. This is due to very high standards of 

production, associated with high quality materials and fine craftmanship. Moreover, the price of the finished 

product does not have to match the functionality of the product itself: following the guidelines set by D. 

Dubois, it should correspond to the highest willingness to pay of the client (Dubois et al., 2020). 

Another paradox that governs the industry has been previously introduced: the tradeoff between exclusivity 

and accessibility. It implies that in some instances brands do not fulfill the whole demand for the product, 

enhancing perception of exclusivity and inaccessibility. In that way, luxury brands manage to select their 

customer base, cutting out unwanted consumers of luxury goods. 

The reduced number of promotional activities and advertising is associated once more to the aura of exclusivity 

brands want to maintain around themselves. Purchasing a luxury product should not be easy, rather it has to 

involve some degree of effort, that is justified by the attraction that luxury firms generate. Thus, other than the 
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aesthetics of the item, luxury brands have a strong personality, ethical and emotional factors that distinguish 

the brand, through which the consumer can express itself. 

 

In addition to this framework, R. Arora states that efficient luxury management practices should involve the 

8Ps: performance, pedigree, paucity, persona, public figures, placement, PR and pricing (Arora, 2013). 

Performance refers both to the functional value of the product, and to the emotional value that the product is 

able to provide. Overall experience and symbolic value of the item enter this category. 

Pedigree is strongly related to the history of the brand. Luxury firms are characterized by a legendary character 

that founded the company, whose values are reflected in the product offerings and in the brand perception. 

What is usually referred to as distribution, in the traditional marketing mix approach, is replaced by paucity 

and placement. Both of these factors refer to the limited accessibility of luxury products. 

The following P of this marketing mix is persona. This is a particularly delicate matter, as it refers to the brand 

values, brand personality and how it is communicated. Brands communicate their personality in numerous 

ways, starting from the logo, to brand colors and even store architecture. Likewise, the store location, often in 

the most prestigious streets, as well as the appearance of the staff are supposed to spread the prestige of the 

brand (Festa, 2020). 

PR are a tool used by luxury companies to communicate once more their personality. Participation in fairs and 

major events allows to draw attention to the brand. 

Eventually, pricing. As stated by D. Dubois the price point of luxury products should be as high as possible. 

It should have the dual effect of increasing desire and aspiration for customers, as well as driving unwanted 

customers back. Plainly, the price must be aligned with the remaining 7Ps. 

The relationship of the industry with promotions is different with respect to conventional industries. Luxury 

brands try to create a deeper relationship with their clients, aimed at additional future purchases, rather than 

teasing them in an occasional purchase. 

 

To conclude, the uniqueness of the luxury industry is reflected also in the brand management principles that 

influence it. The purpose is the creation of an extremely desirable product, that can paradoxically be possessed 

by only a few. To do this, luxury brands need to manage the functional aspects of the products, such as quality 

and craftmanship, and the emotional values associated to it. In the context of luxury marketing management 

practices, a key role is played by customer experience that is not only driven by utilitarian factors, as stated up 

to this point. The next section will revolve around this topic, introducing the first hint to a multichannel, rather 

than single channel, approach. 
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2.5 CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE 

During the course of the paper, it has been pointed out that luxury items are characterized by high quality and 

high prices. Likewise, they are often used to display a social status. In addition to these components, an 

increasing interest towards experience in luxury has been registered, with luxury experiences being one of the 

fastest increasing sectors before COVID 19. 

In contrast to utilitarian principles, luxury bears a hedonic component that is crucial to the overall customer 

experience. Instead of looking for utility maximization, luxury customers seek out a way to break the routine, 

enjoying hedonic experiences that stand out from the ordinary (Holmqvist et al., 2019). In order to deliver a 

superior customer experience luxury brands must carefully manage every aspect of their business, ranging 

from communication to packaging and design, to environmental practices, all factors that impact directly 

customer satisfaction and customer loyalty, overall affecting customer experience. 

 

Before entering the concept of customer experience in luxury, the notion of customer experience will be 

illustrated. The introduction of this topic suggests that now, more than ever before, clients expect a customized 

offer, transparent communication, efficient distribution and immediate satisfaction. All these tasks cannot be 

accomplished without the effective implementation of an omnichannel strategy, that integrates successfully 

all the channels of the company. Thus, the subject of customer experience lays the foundation for the purpose 

of the whole paper. 

The current market is dominated by the figure of the client, who is not satisfied anymore with the mere 

purchase of a product or a service, rather customers demand to live a deep, interactive experience with the 

brand. The emergence of digital technologies, mobile and social media specifically, has accelerated the transfer 

of the decision-making power from the firm to the client, who becomes the real protagonist of the purchasing 

experience (KPMG, 2019). Although it may not appear to be a radically different scenario with respect to what 

used to be the firm-customer relationship, the difference is actually groundbreaking. Prior to this era, 

customers adapted their demand, and their expectations, to the offer of the companies. Conversely, today the 

companies have to make an additional effort to build a relationship with the customer. Due to this shift of 

focus, the current age is often referred to as the age of the customer, or the age of experience, signaling an 

evident breakpoint with the previous eras, characterized by the product, in the first place, and by services in 

later stages. 

 

Customer experience is the sum of the experiences, emotions, and memories that a customer has perceived 

throughout all the interactions with the brand. Contemporary customers develop awareness, express needs, are 

attracted by products that fulfill their needs, they mature expectations towards the product and towards the 

brand itself, interacting with it via different touchpoints and different channels. From this point of view, it is 

apparent that customer experience often goes beyond the perimeter of interaction that brands are able to 
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manage. Thus, being anchored to a single channel, or multichannel, approach leads to a lacking customer 

experience, which will negatively affect brand perception, and, in turn, economic results of the firm itself.  

Nowadays, customer experience is a competitive arena for firms, becoming even more important than 

functional characteristics of the products, such as price or quality. Clearly, this is even more accurate for luxury 

items, that leverage heavily on brand perception and customer experience. 

 

Customer experience stems from a set of elements that affect the emotional sphere of customers, determining 

the improvement of the relationship between the client and the brand. These drivers are called the “Six Pillars” 

of customer experience. If properly managed, these experiential marketing elements will help achieve 

considerable economic results, as a result of the enhanced relationship with the client. Said factors are the 

following: 

 Personalization  Personalizing the experience of the individual to create a unique emotional 

relationship. Personalization means offering a 'tailor-made' experience, designed around the needs of 

the individual customer. Knowing the customer’s name, providing special attention, knowledge of 

preferences and past interactions all contribute to creating an experience that the customer perceives 

as unique. 

 Integrity  Being credible and inspiring trust. Integrity comes from firm behaviors that make the brand 

credible in the eyes of the customer. Among other aspects, it can be represented by the company’s 

ability to deliver on its promises, winning the customer’s trust. 

 Expectations  Know, manage and exceed customer expectations. Interacting with the best brands 

raises customer expectations with respect to all companies. Nowadays, competition in terms of 

customer experience goes beyond industry boundaries, every firm is compared to the best experience 

each customer has had. The best players in the field are those who understand, realize and anticipate 

customer needs and expectations. 

 Resolution  Turning a simple experience into a brilliant one. Solving consumer problems is a crucial 

aspect of the customer journey. Customer satisfaction is linked to the company’s ability to resolve 

issues as quickly as possible. 

 Time and Effort  Minimizing the amount of effort required to the customer through simple and clear 

processes. The simplicity, clarity and speed of processes are a source of competitive advantage for 

companies. Today’s customers are pressed for time, and companies must offer quick and simple 

experiences to increase loyalty levels. 

 Empathy  Understanding the client’s expectations in order to establish a deep relationship. 

Specifically, it refers to the company’s ability to connect emotionally with the client, sensing his needs, 

expectations and feelings, building a deep, sincere relationship. 
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Figure 2. The “Six Pillars” of customer experience 

 

Source 2. KPMG report (2019) 

 

In order to give a measure of the relevance of customer experience in terms of financial results, a study of the 

London School of Economics has revealed that the top 25 customer experience leaders achieved five times the 

EBITDA growth of the bottom 25 of the ranking, over one year. In addition, the percentage revenue growth 

of the same companies was seven times higher than the worst performing companies in the category. These 

figures suggest that investing in customer experience is paramount also in terms of financial sustainability of 

the firm, other than being extremely relevant in terms of customer relationship management (KPMG, 2019). 

 

Throughout the customer journey the luxury brand has to develop a one-to-one relationship with the client, 

whose values should be embodied by the brand itself. In favor of a holistic customer experience, brands should 

leverage on all the senses of the customer, as well as increase the number of touchpoints so to build a closer 

relationship. The first and main touchpoint for luxury brands is represented by the physical store. Here 

companies can re-create a mythical world, where the shopping experience goes above the purchase itself. Any 

aspect of the store should build into a seamless experience, that involves all senses through colors, lights, 

visual motives (Bitner, 1992). Moreover, these factors should be coherent with the brand image and perception, 

to deliver a consistent customer experience. Physical stores in the industry carry out the brand reputation, 

flagship stores specifically are part of marketing communications of the brand. Within flagship stores, every 

item has a meaning. The store location is paramount, as in most cases the customers match the store location 

with the brand itself, the interior design, the outlook of the store should all refer to the brand identity and they 

should all be associated uniquely to the brand. So, the store should display the characteristic aspects of the 
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brand: the logo, the traditional colors, a traditional pattern or material should all be part of the flagship store, 

building a holistic, unique customer experience. 

 

In addition to the notion of customer experience within physical stores, the growing relevance of experience 

in the sector has led to the boom of luxury experiences, such as hospitality, fine wines and spirits, and dining. 

This trend has been first introduced by Lululemon and Sweaty Betty who offered yoga and workout classes in 

store, increasing customer loyalty through this unique experience. With respect to pure luxury players, the first 

group to move in this direction was LVMH with the acquisition of the luxury hotel operator Belmond. 

The sector that has had more relevance is the one of fine dining, with Armani and Gucci, to mention only a 

few, leading the way. Brands invested in dining and hospitality to deliver more than what could be provided 

with clothing or jewelry: firms are now offering their own lifestyle. This concept was actually introduced more 

than half a century ago by Coco Chanel, as she stated: “Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. 

Fashion is the sky, in the street. Fashion has to do with ideas, with the way we live.” Fashion and luxury brands 

indeed go beyond the mere functionality of the product as stated above, they have always been interested in 

delivering a superior lifestyle, a “luxury lifestyle”. 

An interesting insight on the topic is provided by the recent new opening of a chocolate shop alongside a new 

café by Louis Vuitton, in Tokyo. Le Café LV and Le Chocolat V will serve chocolates marked with the LV 

symbol. Even more intriguing than the strategic choice per se, has been CEO’s comment on the recent launch, 

who said: “A store is not just about objects and purchasing objects. The latter is a beneficial consequence of 

creating engagement, but it’s not the objective. The objective is engaging with your clients in every single 

city.” Then, he added: “Most importantly, it’s about creating an experience.” Once more, the focus goes 

beyond the product in offer, brands now must provide the customers with a more intense and engaging 

experience (CPP-LUXURY, 2021). 

 

The reason why luxury brands have turned to lifestyle is, essentially, for growth purposes. As a matter of fact, 

this brand extension allows to increase the number of touchpoints and enter different market categories. The 

touchpoint aspect is particularly relevant for the purposes of this paper, as it is the first attempt to increase the 

number of channels through which luxury brands get in touch with clients. Nonetheless, this multichannel 

approach bears some risks for luxury firms. The prospect of brand dilution, that involves loss of brand status 

and uniqueness and loss of credibility for the core business, can be avoided as long as the brand carefully 

manages this transition. To this end, the role played by storytelling is ever more crucial. The company has to 

effectively communicate the reasons that lie behind the decision of entering a new market segment. Customers 

should be able to feel the continuity of operations between the new branch of the brand and the firm’s identity. 

In order to give a clear understanding of how this transition should be communicated, an additional example, 

in the case of Gucci’s most recent launch of a lifestyle temporary shop, is thereon briefly presented. 
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From September 5 to 17, on the occasion of Milano Design Week, Gucci will open a very special temporary 

store in Milan. The Italian brand will offer notebooks, pencil sets, pencil cases, but also games and card decks 

in their new concept store. The collection will also be on sale from September 10th in select Gucci stores and 

on Gucci.com. This news for itself is a perfect example of how a brand aims to increase the number of 

touchpoints with its customers, encouraging them to visit the new store and the company’s website, in a holistic 

process. As previously stated, the difference is made by the way this transition is communicated. "When I was 

a kid, going to the stationery store and finding pencils, pens, notebooks, games, was tantamount to making the 

dream part of my daily routine - commented creative director Alessandro Michele -. For some time, I could 

have included them in the collections, but they were not strictly connected to clothing and accessories. That's 

why I wanted to build a bizarre container where they can be placed so that they can return to everyday life 

with that sense of wonder that makes them so dear to me". By leveraging on the brand’s identity, and once 

more on the notion of dream, Gucci managed to successfully carry out the launch of its temporary store. 

 

Moving into different product categories, or different markets, can generate confusion, so if the brand manages 

to communicate consistently its essence through the core business, it will prevent some complexity in later 

steps. Consumers should be able to make an effortless association between the new categories the firm has 

entered and the company’s core assortment (Dauriz & Tochtermann, 2013). 

 

Figure 3. The sustained growth of experience and experience-based goods prior to the advent of COVID-19 

 

Source 3. Altagamma & Boston Consulting Group 
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2.6 LUXURY & RETAIL 

In this section of the paper particular attention will be devoted to the topic of retail within the luxury industry. 

A hint on the role of the physical store has been provided throughout the previous chapter: this topic will be 

furtherly developed introducing additional knowledge on the composition of the stores, their classification and 

the way they drive brand perception. Although the aim of the research is to stress the necessity of an 

omnichannel approach, it is opinion of who writes that the physical store will still be the epicenter of the 

majority of the transactions within the sector. Moreover, an efficient store is paramount for the success of an 

omnichannel strategy. 

 

Differently from the past, the store is much more than the place where the company sells its goods. Currently, 

the store is an all-round temple for the company, a location through which brands communicate their values 

and build customer experiences. Despite the fact that the store is no longer the only touchpoint between the 

firm and the client, it holds its relevance in terms of where purchases take place. Today many consumers do 

their research online and then acquire the item in store in order to live the purchasing experience. This process 

is called ROPO: research online purchase offline (Festa, 2020). 

 

When analyzing the relationship between luxury brands and retail, it should be clear that luxury brands usually 

play a dual role: they are both manufacturers and retailers. This strategic choice was driven by three main 

elements, two of which are more straightforward, the remaining one appears to be more of a marginal matter, 

although it is as important as the previous two. 

Firstly, it has been stated that stores constitute a piece of image, driving brand perception. Flagship stores in 

some locations are not even profitable, nonetheless they are necessary. In addition, having direct control of 

the retail practices allows firms to show the brand the way they prefer, according to the brand image and the 

values it wants to convey. 

Secondly, margins. As apparent as it sounds, having direct control allows brands to acquire the margin without 

sharing it with any other party. Moreover, it grants the firm the possibility to control more promptly the retail 

price. 

Lastly, customer knowledge. This is a particularly delicate topic in the industry, as acquiring data of luxury 

customers is extremely complex. Often, they are more reserved and do not want to share their own personal 

information with retailers. In addition, there is only a limited number of interactions between the brand and 

the customer within a period of time (the owner of a supermarket gets in touch with a given customer once a 

week, whereas the frequency of purchase in luxury is considerably thinner), thus it is extremely important to 

gather as much information as possible. If the brand does not own the retailer, it becomes impossible for it to 

acquire personal information through which it can improve customer experience. 
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Luxury brands can set up different stores, according to the degree of control they want to exercise and to the 

clientele it refers to. The more control the brand will have, the more exclusive the store typology will be, on 

the other hand the lower the control the more accessible the store, thus the brand opens to more customers. 

The flagship store is the most exclusive store typology, it is typically a large store that offers all product 

variances and high-quality services. This option involves direct control from the brand, so direct personnel 

control, image control, direct customer relationship, but also high costs and high real estate investment. 

The city/local store is a mid-size store often located in secondary cities, that serves local clients. 

The seasonal store is a minor store located in touristic spots. It is characterized by a unique assortment and is 

usually open only for a few months. 

In order to increase accessibility of the brand, luxury firms usually turn to department stores, that are small 

stores withing the department store, usually located next to comparable brands. This option entails limited 

control and a lower image control, nonetheless it increases territory coverage and brand recognition. 

Other opportunities include the outlet store, the travel retail store and the corner in shop. 

 

The success of a store is determined by the combination of a series of elements, referred to as soft and hard 

elements. The most relevant hard elements have already been discussed, as they include store location and 

layout, to which one must clearly add the store assortment. Anyhow, what often makes the difference between 

a negative and a positive customer experience are the so-called soft elements. Specifically, sales force quality 

and store climate affect the customer from the moment she steps in store to the moment she leaves. Excellence 

in in-store operations is reached via continuous improvements in three macro areas: 

1. Market knowledge  Luxury customers are often well informed, and they possess superior product 

knowledge than average consumers. This ability allows her to make cross-brand comparisons. The 

competences of the sales force should exceed the ones of the customer through a deep knowledge of 

all the products of the brand, a good knowledge of the brands offered by the competitors, and an 

updated overall market knowledge, achieved through sector magazines and constant research. 

2. The welcoming process  A warm welcoming is crucial as the customer is often nervous when 

entering the store. She has very high expectations and likely will walk out the store without buying. 

3. Selling ceremony  The selling ceremony is a delicate matter for a luxury brand, which articulates a 

series of steps that must be performed during the whole process. It includes the welcoming, an 

identification of customer needs and an estimation of the potential budget, a phase of testing of the 

proposed item, the closure of the deal, CRM data acquisition and, eventually, greeting and farewell. 

 

In order to measure the effectiveness of in store operations, luxury brands usually conduct a mystery shopping 

session. This tool allows firms to measure satisfaction of a potential customer: during the mystery shopping 

procedure, an individual will behave as a potential client and will fill in a questionnaire to measure the level 

of service and the shopping experience provided by the staff. 
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3. THE ADVENT OF E-COMMERCE: A MULTICHANNEL APPROACH 

 

The following chapter of this paper will deal with the topic of e-commerce. Specifically, it will provide insights 

on the impact it had on the way luxury companies carry out their business. Through the sections, the reasons 

for a slow adoption of e-commerce will be taken into consideration, analyzing pros and cons of the increased 

accessibility granted to customers. As well as that, the role played by different intermediaries such as Farfetch 

and YNAP will be illustrated. Although the two firms operate in the same field, they have implemented two 

completely different business models. YNAP has dominated the market for a long a time, but the more agile 

business model deployed by Farfetch has proved to be extremely effective during the current pandemic, 

providing the company with increased market share and market relevance. 

 

 Hence, the impact of COVID-19 on the industry must be considered. The pandemic has accelerated a number 

of trends, that nonetheless were bound to roll-out in the next years. Clearly, luxury e-commerce has been 

positively affected, increasing its market share to 23% from the pre-pandemic quota of 12%, according to the 

Altagamma Retail Insight 2021. The same research suggests that luxury e-commerce will be worth between 

105 and 155 billion dollars by 2025, with a further 30% increase with respect to the current values. (Passeri, 

2021). 

 

Figure 4. The impact of Covid-19 in digital luxury 

 

Source 4. Altagamma-Bain Worldwide Luxury Market Monitor (2019) 

 

Thereafter, the revamp of the industry will be projected, introducing an extremely relevant project launched 

by Farfetch in cooperation with Richemont and Alibaba called “Luxury New Project”, that aims to enhance 

the penetration of luxury e-commerce in China, which is the most relevant market at the moment, also as a 
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consequence of the repatriation of consumption compelled by the pandemic. In addition, the paper will 

introduce the topic of blockchain in the industry, which is another step towards a full, safe adoption of e-

commerce. 

 

For the purpose of this paper, the adoption of e-commerce is a crucial move towards the implementation of an 

omnichannel approach. Nonetheless, adding a touchpoint with the client is necessary, but not sufficient. 

Delivering an overwhelming customer experience via the internet is the toughest challenge for luxury firms. 

It is opinion of who writes that, in order to completely fulfill and exceed customer expectations, integrating 

this channel with the traditional ones is the key to an effective omnichannel strategy. Failing to do so, will not 

allow the firm to leverage on the several benefits that come with a positive customer experience, that impacts 

directly the financial results of the firm, as previously shown. 

 

3.1 E-COMMERCE: INCEPTION AND DIFFUSION 

Prior to digging into the specifics of e-commerce within luxury, a brief introduction to e-commerce in general 

and the factors that have determined its diffusion is provided.  

Finding a unique definition of e-commerce is challenging. A first description is the following: e-commerce 

consists of “selling goods and services on the internet”, usually through an electronic store called e-store. This 

definition applies both to business-to-business and to business-to-consumers markets (Smith et al., 2001). 

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD): “an e-commerce 

transaction is the sale or purchase of goods or services, conducted over computer networks by methods 

specifically designed for the purpose of receiving or placing of orders. The goods and services are ordered 

through these methods, but the payment and the ultimate delivery of the goods or services do not have to be 

conducted online. An e-commerce transaction can be between households, enterprises, individuals, 

governments, and other public or private organizations.”  

 

The adoption of e-commerce in contemporary’s society has been promoted by a number of factors that are 

thereon illustrated. Some of them have already been mentioned, as they contributed to the diffusion and 

democratization of luxury. 

Business environment   The competitive environment is getting more and more “global”.  Suppliers, 

customers, stakeholders, market opportunities are not limited to a geographical area anymore. Globalization 

resulted in higher competition within the market and more demanding clients, both in terms of range of 

products/service in offer and in terms of quality. The adoption of e-commerce is a necessary condition to still 

compete in this marketplace (Smith et al., 2001). 

Technology environment  Any technological improvement that has been brought about in the last decades 

has enlarged the customer base available via the Internet. Thanks to the daily usage of social media and mobile 

phones, the e-commerce is part of customers’ everyday life. 
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Financial environment  The development of credit and debit cards has contributed to the diffusion of e-

commerce. This is one of the reasons why e-commerce is more widespread in given countries than in others 

(Isaac & Volle, 2008).  

Legal environment  Without a proper protection granted by the law, a similar advancement of e-commerce 

practices would not have been possible. Risks associated to online purchases diminish year on year thanks to 

the strong legal instruments that support it. 

Fiscal environment  Similarly, the fiscal outlook affects the degree of adoption of e-commerce. In most 

countries, e-commerce players enjoy very favorable tax conditions, that encourage the deployment of e-

commerce activities. 

Firms should not ask themselves whether to enter e-commerce or not anymore, rather the question is how to 

adopt e-commerce solutions. 

The diffusion of e-commerce has represented a radical change in many aspects of the daily life of individuals, 

thus affecting their customer behavior. In turn, the way in which firms carry out their business has been 

severely impacted. The core of this revolution is represented by the infinite access to data allowed to 

consumers, granting them enhanced buyer power. As it has been stated throughout the first chapter, consumers 

have gained leverage in the relationship with enterprises. This shift can be essentially explained analyzing 

three determinants: information sharing, decreased switching costs, increased expectations. 

 

In the first place, information. Access to information and information sharing is the essence of the world wide 

web. Instant availability of data is an extremely powerful tool in the hand of customers, who can correlate, 

compare and contrast product and services within seconds. As a matter of fact, not being able to enter this 

process due to a lacking presence on the internet implies considerable losses for firms, who are almost forced 

to join the e-commerce marketplace. 

Secondly, the amount of data at disposal of customers allows them to lower switching costs to an all-time-

low. Indeed, gathering information on different brands due to the increased accessibility of data, intensifies 

competition in any market. 

Lastly, the topic of expectations enters once more the discussion. Customers are more educated thanks to the 

data available online. They are now more aware of what is their need, what are the possible alternatives on 

offer and the average price for the product/service. 

 

3.2 LUXURY E-COMMERCE: A THREAT OR AN OPPORTUNITY? 

The advent of e-commerce in the luxury industry has been delayed with respect to traditional industries since 

many brands were reluctant to adopt digital practices in their business models. As a consequence, the degree 

of development of digital tools has been behind the adoption curve of consumer goods industries. Nonetheless, 

e-commerce is now a relevant channel for most luxury firms. Throughout the next paragraphs, the reasons of 
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a slow adoption of e-commerce, as well as some figures showcasing the increasing relevance of the market 

segment, will be provided. 

 

Luxury companies have always strived for their sense of exclusivity, inaccessibility and elitism. Then, the first 

reason as to why firms operating in the industry were suspicious about integrating e-commerce in their 

business model is the evident contrast with the democratic, accessible world of the Internet. As shown through 

the course of the first chapter, luxury brands do not want to be easily accessible to a large customer base, as 

they incur in the risk of brand image dilution. Hence, in order to avoid such a risk, many firms delayed, or did 

not adopt at all in some extreme cases, the deployment of digital practices. 

The second reason that lies behind this strategic choice is the impossibility of conveying a high-end experience 

to customers, via the web. The impersonality of purchases that take place on the Internet is the exact opposite 

of the personal, intimate relationship that luxury brands want to create with their clients. The struggle to 

recreate an ambience that can emotionally engage with shoppers goes against the principles that lay the 

foundations of a luxury boutique. Not only it is harder to attract the client with a web page rather than a 

breathtaking flagship store in the city center, what is even more challenging is communicating the brand 

personality, that is what ultimately drives loyalty. To this extent, the quote of Mark Tungate sounds particularly 

suitable: “Luxury brands have been slower than most to unlock the potential of e-retail. They have struggled 

to overcome the challenge of making their digital environments as alluring as their stores” (Tungate, 2008). 

Luxury brands did not manage to understand fully the potential of e-commerce, delaying its adoption in order 

to avoid risks. Clearly, without engaging in these activities, luxury firms have lost a highly profitable 

opportunity for years. 

 

 Luxury brands have very deep roots that determine their heritage, and thus their offerings. The story behind 

each company is often the one of a family or an individual who shares his lifestyle with the customers. As 

well as that, luxury brands are marked by high quality products. This is the heritage that each firm tries to 

convey. This is what determines the value of the product it offers, as well. Anyhow, this same value-creation 

approach is what proved to be an “innovation-inhibitor” for most firms. Indeed, “by leveraging mainly on 

their long, static histories, luxury brands have been stuck and unable to dynamically renewing themselves, in 

order to remain coherent with their original characteristics” (Morley & McMahon, 2011). This approach 

brought about an incapacity to exploit fully the digital world, as it was considered a not suitable option to 

deliver a proposal based on heritage. To sum up, the modernity of the world wide web was seen as a threat 

for the historic tradition of luxury brands. 

Despite the delayed approach to e-commerce, most firms adopt this channel to interact and engage with their 

clients. Each firm adopts a different method, in the following paragraph one framework will be analyzed: the 

so-called High-End Conversion Engine. This model is made up of five building blocks, that are: 
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1. Usability  Making sure that the website is highly functional, allowing a smooth experience. It 

refers to every component of the design of the web page: the font, the menus, images…. 

2. Products  Dedicating attention to the smaller details of the web page is pointless if the products on 

offer are not highlighted properly. Provide the customers with all the necessary information on the 

product, from the price to country of origin and materials used. 

3. Audience  Knowing the customer base is necessary to design appropriately the web page of the 

brand. To this extent, interviews and questionnaires may help determine the customer base (for the 

purpose of e-commerce practices, and more). 

4. Emotions  Appealing to the emotions of customers can influence their choices. The reasoning is 

the same that applies for physical stores, in this case the firm will have to strategically decide every 

single component of the web page, from the font used to the colors. 

5. Visuals  The outlook of the web page should be not only engaging, but also pleasant from an 

aesthetic point of view. 

 

The online purchase should deliver an overall memorable experience. Hence, the management of these five 

determinants is what will affect customer experience, which has an incredible relevance for luxury firms, as 

shown through the previous chapter. Finding the correct balance between usability and experience is a task 

that luxury firms should aim for in the creation of their e-commerce. Although the quest for innovative, 

immersive web pages is required to provide the products and the brand with the appropriate degree of 

prestige, the brands should never overlook usability, respecting the habits of internet users matured while 

making different purchases on the Internet. 

 

3.3 LUXURY DIGITAL MARKETING 

The introduction provided until now has stressed the differences that separate the worlds of luxury and e-

commerce. Nonetheless, firms can not oversee the digital channel any longer. In order to develop customer 

awareness and appropriately manage customer relationships, luxury brands refer to some digital marketing 

practices. Throughout the following chapter the core elements that define digital marketing in the industry 

will be presented. 

 

When it comes to digital marketing in the luxury sector, there is one piece of evidence that must be 

recognized and kept in mind: the relationship between luxury brands and consumers is even more vital, 

distinctive and binding than the one created with consumers in other sectors. The tendency to personalization 

has always been a constitutive part of the universe of digital marketing in the luxury sector: the relationship 

built with the brand has in fact a deep emotional dimension, based on mutual knowledge and trust. Both in 

its more public aspect (luxury as a social marker) and in its more private and personal aspect (which 
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concerns intimate motivations such as, for example, the satisfaction of a desire for beauty or emulation) 

luxury therefore implies, as stated multiple times during the course of this paper, a strong human and 

relational dimension. 

 

The affirmation of digital technologies has undoubtedly marked a radical change in the customer journey, 

which was once essentially linear: today, consumers inevitably come into contact with one or more digital 

touchpoints during their customer journey and expect that through all these different points of contact the 

relationship with the brand will remain continuous and consistent. Communicating, promoting and selling 

through the web or through social media has therefore become an imperative for everyone, including luxury 

brands, which by their nature and the characteristics of their offer (and the demand they create), present a 

general reluctance to implement the same marketing strategies adopted in other sectors and are instead 

inclined to develop specific, alternative and differentiating actions.  

 

According to Jean-Noel Kapferer and Vincent Bastien (The Luxury Strategy: Break the Rules of Marketing 

to Build Luxury Brands, 2012) selling a luxury product on the internet would be extremely dangerous 

because it would end up reducing the "dream value" of the brand by increasing its penetration too quickly 

and giving easy access to an uncontrolled number of unqualified leads. 

The observation is theoretically shareable: luxury brands’ strategy does not revolve around volume, rather it 

is a mark-up strategy, and this mark-up is a measure of the added value perceived (and recognized) by the 

consumer, a value due to the exclusivity of the experience. The contradictions between the digital and luxury 

worlds are many, some seemingly irremediable. In their publishing, Kapferer and Bastien made a list of 

those frictions: 

 digital is loud, crowded, and flashy; luxury is quiet and elegant 

 digital is immediate, available, accessible, easy; luxury is about timelessness, culture, heritage, 

expertise, and craftsmanship 

 digital is transparent and explicit; luxury is implicit 

 digital is about crowdsourcing, understood in its broadest sense as the collection of ideas, 

suggestions, opinions; luxury has to do with solitary creation starting from the brilliant intuition of 

the individual, be it the founder or the creative director 

 digital has to do with price: good deals and discounts; luxury typically does not contemplate price 

reductions 

 

In particular, according to the authors, there are two fronts on which the needs of luxury brands would 

clash with the insufficient potential of digital technologies. Luxury demands strictly one-to-one 

relationships, whereas, in the anonymous universe of the web, the necessary personal relationships for 

the transaction are destined to disappear rapidly, cancelled out by the use of automated processes. 



 26 

Moreover, the virtual and immaterial world of the internet would not be able to support the strategies of 

luxury, which are designed for the real world and realized through immersion in a sensory universe 

inaccessible to digital, according to the authors. Simply, the sensually reductive online would not be 

experiential enough compared to the holistic interactions offered by luxury (Kapferer & Bastien, 2012). 

 

On the contrary, the signs of an evolution are actually unmistakable on both issues: from both a 

technological and a cultural point of view, the road undertaken seems to be that of a progressive 

personalization and an ever-increasing multi-sensoriality. In the first case, the development of e-

commerce and mobile apps, and the spread of social networks now allow a bidirectional dialogue with 

customers. In the second case, the progress of augmented reality and the development of increasingly 

ergonomic devices have made it possible to broaden and enrich the luxury shopping experience, at least 

as far as the senses of sight and hearing are concerned. The solution to the above-mentioned issues lies in 

the application of an effective omnichannel strategy, that engages with customers via all channels. 

Specifically, luxury brands are hauling customer experience in the digital world (Batat, 2019). 

 

Indeed, a fundamental shift has marked the last few decades of marketing in the luxury sector and has 

further intensified with the mass diffusion of digitalization and the consequent emergence of digital 

luxury marketing. In the case of luxury brands, to a different and additional extent compared to brands in 

other sectors, this shift has consisted in a decisive shift of attention and investment to the digital 

experience. In detail, marketing strategies that intend to build a centered and satisfying digital luxury 

experience must necessarily take into account the "intangible and subjective experiential needs of 

customers, including emotional, relational, symbolic needs" and their expectations in terms of value 

systems (Batat, 2019). Therefore, "the digital luxury experience encompasses human and technological 

factors, which are directly or indirectly related to the consumer and the way he/she lives and defines this 

same experience” (Batat, 2019). An effective luxury digital experience can not be delivered applying a 

standalone digital marketing strategy. A multichannel approach, that is characterized by the increased 

number through which firms reach their customers, is thus insufficient to fulfill the expectations of 

customers. On the other hand, the digital channel constitutes an integrative and complementary channel 

with respect to the traditional one, when applying an omnichannel strategy. It is essential that the 

different sales channels, physical and digital, are integrated with each other in order to have a complete 

view of customer behavior. To further introduce the reader to the topic of omnichannel, some examples 

of best performers will be provided through the course of the chapter. Above all, the pioneering firm 

Farfetch will be taken into consideration. 
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3.4 PURE INTERNET PLAYERS: INTRODUCING FARFETCH AND YNAP 

Ahead of entering the detail of sales level in the industry before and after the pandemic, the pivotal role that 

Pure Internet Players have played in the diffusion of e-commerce will be argued. Specifically, two of the 

most relevant players of the sector will enter the discussion, pointing out the differences that characterize 

each one of the two firms. The companies in question are Farfetch and Yoox Net-A-Porter, more simply 

YNAP. Over the past decade, Western luxury e-commerce has been divided by the rivalry between the two. 

Formerly, YNAP was the dominant player in the industry, but the last year has witnessed an outstanding 

increase in performance from the latter, that is now the one to watch. 

 Farfetch was founded in 2007 in London by Portuguese entrepreneur José Neves, and now sells products 

from over 700 stores and fashion companies in 180 countries worldwide. Yoox Net-a-Porter was born in 

2015 from the merger of two successful online retailers: YOOX, founded in Casalecchio di Reno (Bologna) 

in 2000 by Federico Marchetti, and Net-a-Porter, founded the same year in London by Natalie Massenet, and 

purchased in 2018 by the Swiss group Richemont. 

 

As stated above, the industry has been dominated by YNAP for years, thanks to the company’s high-quality 

offering. Similarly to a traditional luxury shop, YNAP does not offer numerous brands on its website and it 

does not offer discounts on the products in offers, typically. Pricing is in the hands of the platform, which 

safeguards brands’ positioning also through a stable pricing policy. Indeed, the difference maker during the 

last year has been the business model implemented by the two firms. Unlike the majority of the e-commerce 

players in the industry, Farfetch does not hold any inventory, decreasing considerably costs and risks 

associated to unsold stocks. Instead, the company poses itself as an intermediary, a connector between the 

brands and the customers. Farfetch takes care of logistics, delivery, payments, provides brands with some 

degree of help in the online positioning of a given brand’s products, in exchange of a 30% commission on 

the sale of each item.  

 

In addition, the firm is a pioneer in the application of the omnichannel strategy. The implementation of its 

Store of the Future project is the exaltation of channel integration. Overall, the proposal consists of a 

redefinition of customer experience, via a thorough integration of the online and the offline channel. 

Augmented Retail, this is how Farfetch defines the new approach to retail, combines the magic of the 

physical store experience with the comfort and readiness of the digital world. Everything revolves around a 

deep knowledge and exploitation of customers’ data. Farfetch’s Store of the Future is a technology-powered 

retail operating system (farfetch.it). The set of technologies at disposal of the firm allows to increase retail 

productivity by retaining customer data and favoring interactions between clients and sales assistants, both 

online and offline. As a result, customers will be able to live extremely personalized experiences, with no 

distinction on where the purchase takes place. 
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Since 2018 Farfetch has been cooperating with Chanel trying to implement its in-store technology. Some of 

the innovations brought about the British firm include an app to view Chanel’s runway looks, high-tech 

dressing rooms that take advantage of a connected mirror to showcase customer’s choices, the possibility to 

book an appointment with a sales assistant, and getting a pre-arrangement of a selection of products on 

arrival. On the other hand, Farfetch will roll out its technology in the firm’s owned multi-brand luxury 

boutique Browns, with the declared aim to offer a seamless experience to its Customers, as stated by 

Sandrine Deveaux, Farftech’s executive vice president of future retail project. 

 

The Store of the Future will be launched in Browns’ new flagship store. The boutique will be far from a 

traditional store: it will comprise a restaurant, an outdoor courtyard, a dedicated area for makeup and styling, 

other than a four floors monumental assortment of products. In addition, in the store will be held a constant 

number of experience-based events, to continuously engage with customers. In addition to the above 

mentioned connected mirrors and an analogous app available for Browns, the store will offer the service of 

personal shoppers, that can access customers’ profile and see their searches and preferences, in order to be 

able to recommend products based on the customer’s specific tastes. Moreover, augmented reality tools 

allow clients to view and try on clothes not currently available in store “Retail entertainment” is key for 

Browns, says Deveaux. “While consumers are shopping a lot online, they’re missing the excitement and 

emotional connection in a physical space. The store is no longer a place where you only buy stuff, but where 

you go to experience something new.” Ultimately, it’s about giving customers an opportunity to interact with 

the Browns brand in person, she says. “We want them not just to shop with us but to enjoy experiences and 

that’s how we can amplify our relationships and make the [business] successful. Retail is not dying, but it’s 

evolving and reinventing.” (Chitrakorn, 2021). 

 

The leaner business model of the firm, which finally turned profitable 12 years after its inception, has gained 

even more value during the pandemic when it did have to face no costs associated to stocks being in the 

inventory for a long time and, more importantly, it allowed the firm to still deliver its products with little to 

no delays. The enhanced performance of the company is reflected by an increase of almost 450% of the 

company’s stock price, in just one year’s time. 
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Figure 5. The increase in revenues of Farfetch 

 

Source 5. Statista 2021 

 
This increase is both the result of and the reason why Alibaba has entered a partnership with Farfetch during 

last November. The project, that involves one of the major holdings in the industry, Richemont, and a 

holding held by the Kering group, Artemis, is aimed at capturing the boom of demand of luxury products in 

China. After having provided a deep analysis of the impact of e-commerce on the industry, and an even 

more thorough breakdown of the Chinese market, the Luxury New Retail project will be presented more in 

detail.  

 

3.5 E-COMMERCE BEFORE AND AFTER COVID-19 

The analysis of e-commerce in the luxury industry will proceed with a distinction of what was the relevance 

of digital practices before the pandemic and after the pandemic. Clearly, the confinements across the globe 

have managed to accelerate the tension towards e-commerce. So, in order to have a more detailed overview 

of the trends that have characterized this industry sector, distinguishing these two periods is absolutely 

paramount. As previously stated, it is important to note that the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated trends 

in the industry, thus it has only shortened the time horizon of a revolution that was nonetheless due to 

happen. 

 

Thus, the first period taken into consideration fences in 2019. At the time, the luxury industry grew by 4% 

and was estimated at €1.3 trillion globally. The segment that is more relevant for the purpose of e-

commerce, hence of this analysis, is the personal luxury goods segment, which grew 4% and was estimated 
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at €281 billion globally. The industry as a whole enjoyed a positive momentum, but the nature of consumers 

is evolving quickly, and firms need to adapt to the developing tastes of younger luxury customers especially. 

Gen Z and Gen Y buyers look for an ongoing conversation with brands, with increased touchpoints, urging 

firms to innovate their business models and value propositions. The younger generations are driving the 

digital revolution in the industry, as by 2035 Gen Z customers are expected to make up 40% of the luxury 

buyers. Overall, e-commerce is gaining importance and accounts for 12% of the market. Moreover, 

customers who do not actually purchase online are influenced by digital practices in 75% of the cases. 

Another major trend that characterizes the last years in the industry is the increasing relevance of the Asian, 

specifically Chinese, market. Indeed, as of 2019, Chinese market grew at an outstanding 26% and accounted 

for 90% of the total growth of the industry. The quota of the mainland China accounts for 35% of the value 

of all luxury goods sales. (D'Arpizio & Levato, 2019). 

Figure 6. The growth of the online channel in comparison to other channels 

 

Source 6.  Altagamma & Bain Worldwide Luxury Market Monitor 2019 

 

The graph above pictures the state of the market prior to the impact of COVID-19. Nonetheless, the path 

undertaken points heavily towards digitalization. Entering 2020, luxury brands that had already 

encompassed digital practices have enjoyed a sort of first mover advantage, while the laggards have been 

forced to quickly adapt to the new market conditions. During the Altagamma Retail Insight 2021, whose 

results have been previously briefly mentioned, Fondazione Altagamma announced the results of an analysis 

according to which digital sales in the sector grew by almost 50% last year, rising from 33 billion euros in 
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2019 to 50 billion euros and reaching 23% of the total turnover (with respect to 12% of the previous year). 

According to the research, luxury e-commerce should reach between 105 and 115 billion euros by 2025, up 

30%. On the flip side, this trend has accelerated the conversion of physical sales into digital ones. As the 

graph above points out, this takeover was already in place before the pandemic. Luxury brands, among 

almost every other physical store, have faced a decrease in traffic and productivity in their flagship stores. 

This issue was particularly harmful for small and medium-sized companies, given that the tools to counter 

this decline, such as the efficiency of flagship stores, the development of capsule collections, etc., require 

considerable fixed costs, easier to sustain with economies of scale (Passeri, 2021). 

The pandemic has wiped out doubts related to e-commerce in the industry. The question is no longer 

whether to sell online or not. Having the ability to reach customers during the lockdown periods meant a 

lifeline for luxury firms, which were forced to temporarily shut down their stores. While sales in physical 

stores show some sign of recovery, the growth of e-commerce carries on relentlessly, alongside the 

restoration of physical stores. The financial reports of major luxury brands have benefited considerably from 

the surge in e-commerce. Hermes’ CFO Eric Du Halgouet stated that the web page of the company now 

earns more revenues than the company’s flagship store in Paris. Moreover, he asserts that there has been no 

cannibalization between online and offline sales, as most of online purchases have come from new 

customers. Consequently, the firm has announced that it will keep investing in the development of its e-

commerce page, offering a wider range of products, making exception for a few, iconic products. Similarly, 

Kering has reported more than a 100% increase in the online sales during the last year. Evidence suggests 

that it is now paramount for luxury brands to dispose of an efficient e-commerce platform (Hoang, 2020). 

In addition to the growth of the digital sector of luxury, another major consequence of last year’s lockdowns 

and restricted travel possibilities, is the increase of local and regional purchases. Indeed, there is a current 

rebalancing of luxury purchases, as tourists modify their shopping habits by buying products in their 

countries of origin. Local purchases made up 85% of the market share in 2020, and are expected to stabilize 

in the future, accounting for 65-70% of the sector, thanks to the increasingly important role of purchases 

made in China by local consumers. Mainland China was the only area in the world to close the year with 

positive figures, increasing by 45% its market relevance (at current exchange rates) and reaching 44 billion 

euros. In the next section the Chinese market will be thoroughly analyzed, highlighting the trends that have 

characterized the outstanding performance of the industry in this region. This region has been able to provide 

customers with increased accessibility in terms of digital offerings, engaging with younger generations 

through all the channels. Thus, the growth of the Chinese market during the last year provides evidence of 

the efficacy of the omnichannel model in the luxury industry, among other factors. 
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3.6 THE SURGE OF THE CHINESE MARKET: E-COMMERCE AND GEN Z CUSTOMERS 

DRIVE THE RISE 

Providing a detailed analysis of the impact of the pandemic on the luxury industry calls for a deeper study of 

the current state of the Chinese market. This is particularly relevant for the whole industry, as firms 

operating in the region will drive the reshaping of the industry. 

As previously stated, the luxury goods market in mainland China almost doubled its market share of the 

industry, with an even steeper growth expected within 2025. The decrease in international tourism clearly 

played a major role in the repatriation of consumption, but once more the pandemic has only accelerated a 

process that was already ongoing. There are a number of elements that have contributed to the boost of the 

market in the region. 

 

Figure 7. The increasing relevance of the Chinese market 

 

Source 7. Bain-Altagamma 2020 Worldwide Luxury Market Monitor 

 

Firstly, repatriation. As the graph below shows, repatriation of Chinese consumption started in 2015, when 

the local government reduced import duties and harmonized brands’ price. The percentage of luxury 

purchases during 2020 has reached astonishing peaks, up to 75% of the total purchases of the industry. 

Notably, this figure is heavily influence by the pandemic, but this figure is expected to stabilize above 55% 

by 2025. Additional factors that contributed to the enhanced performance of the industry were the positive 

sentiment after the first lockdown ended, the overall increase in wealth and governmental encouragement to 

shopping (Lannes & Zhang, 2020).  
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Figure 8. China's personal luxury market growth path 

 

Source 8.  Bain-Altagamma 2020 Worldwide Luxury Market Monitor 

              

Secondly, and possibly more importantly, the Chinese market has managed to cater its offering to the new 

wave of clients, represented by Millennials and Gen Z customers. This topic relates to the one of e-

commerce previously faced, as most of these customers make their purchases on the Internet. Gen Z 

customers and the majority of Millennials were raised in a digital world; thus, they expect brands to be 

available at any time and on any device, fully empowering the digital tools at their disposal. In turn, the 

expectations of these customers contribute to the digitalization of the industry. A successful example of the 

way in which luxury players are targeting the younger generations is through cross-brand collaborations, 

limited editions and customized products. These practices have been particularly well received by Gen Z 

shoppers, as purchases of luxury collaborations and limited editions grew up to 300%.  

 

The third factor has been mentioned several times through the course of this paper: digitalization. Chinese 

Gen Z customers spent five hours per day on digital devices in 2020, on average, that is 10% more than the 

worldwide average. Thus, it seems reasonable that their main tool for shopping is a mobile device. With 

respect to e-commerce market share in the Chinese luxury market, the relevance of the sector increased from 

13% to 23% between 2019 and 2020. Luxury firms are entailing the view of e-commerce not only as a sales 

channel, but even more relevantly as a marketing tool. Actually, firms managed to raise customer awareness, 

increase brand equity and engage new customers. Nonetheless, the main reason for the successful 

digitalization process, and at the same time its primary consequence, is the omnichannel expansion. 

Although online sales are expanding, luxury brands are not going to turn down their physical stores, neither 

in China nor globally. An omnichannel strategy allows for higher control over merchandising, pricing and 

communication strategies, while keeping in touch with Chinese customers. 
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Figure 9. The growth of the online channel in Chinese market 

 

Source 9. Bain-Altagamma 2020 Worldwide Luxury Market Monitor 

 

3.7 LUXURY NEW RETAIL 

The scrutiny performed until now has cleared out the increasing relevance of the Chinese market and of the 

online channel. Moreover, customers have increased expectations in terms of touchpoints required and overall 

capacity to reach brands through more channels. The solution to this issue is represented by the adoption of 

an omnichannel strategy, which is successfully implemented by the British firm Farfetch. The company, which 

has struggled to reach profitability for years, now sees its efforts pay off, as its leaner, more agile business 

model has led to outstanding performance through the course of the last year. This very business model, which 

proved to be a detriment in the early stages for the firm, is the reason why it has outperformed competitors 

during the pandemic. More importantly, the company’s go-to-market approach has drawn the attention of 

numerous investors and partners, that led to the creation of a partnership between Alibaba, Richemont, Artemis 

and Farfetch itself. The venture in reference is labelled Luxury New Retail project.  

 

The agreement between these players aims to provide luxury brands with easier and wider access to the 

Chinese market, globally accelerating the digitalization process of the sector. Another major aim of the project 

is achieving a fully integrated experience between physical and digital, exploiting the core capabilities of each 

channel. As stated on an official note, José Neves, Farfetch’s founder, will launch luxury shopping channels 

on the platforms of Alibaba, Tmall Luxury Pavilion and Luxury Soho, Tmall’s main Chinese luxury outlet 

destination, as well as the cross-border market of Alibaba Tmall Global. As a result, the project will expand 

the user base of Farfetch’s platform to Alibaba’s 779 million consumers, offering luxury brands a multi-brand 
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solution through a single integration with Farfetch. A unique opportunity for the firms of the sector to increase 

the reach of their brand (Maddalena, 2020). 

 

At the center of Luxury New Retail project there will be both single-brand and multi-brand distribution 

strategies including fully connected e-commerce websites and apps, omnichannel retail technology and access 

to the Farfetch and Tmall Luxury Pavilion markets through a single integration. "This announcement is an 

important step in our mission to connect the curators, creators and consumers of the fashion industry”, states 

Josè Neves, once more highlighting the importance of creating a process in which brands, customers, and 

sellers cooperate and interact seamlessly. "The growth potential of luxury e-commerce has never been so 

promising and China’s importance to industry is becoming more and more evident every day. Thanks to the 

vision of José Neves, in recent years Farfetch has played an important role in improving the omnichannel 

experience for luxury customers," added François-Henri Pinault, president of Artemis, controlling shareholder 

of the Kering Group (Maddalena, 2020). 

 

3.8 BLOCKCHAIN IN LUXURY: A DIGITAL MARKER FOR QUALITY  

The increasing success of the global luxury market industry carries new threats, alongside new opportunities. 

Indeed, the counterfeit industry threatens the integrity of original brands, which now need to find a tool to 

ensure customers of the origin and quality of products it sells on the online channel, as well. In addition to 

issues related to trust and overall quality of the products, customers now expect that item production conforms 

to the highest ethical values. As part of the communication performed by the brand, customers should be 

informed of the sources deployed in the creative process. Stating that sourcing has been performed according 

to sustainability and ethical principles, is no longer a sufficient assurance. 

 

The digitalization process of the industry offers a solution to the issue posed above with the application of a 

blockchain tool. For the purpose of this paper, the definition of a blockchain provided will not be to technical. 

Nonetheless, a brief explanation of the instrument is thereon provided. Essentially, a blockchain is a sort of 

database. Information are collected and stored electronically on a computer system. The distinctive element 

of a blockchain is the way data is structured. The tool collects information in groups, known as blocks, that 

hold sets of information. These blocks have a maximum capacity, and, when filled, they are chained to a 

successive block, forming an actual chain of data, that is the reason why it is referred to as “blockchain”. The 

way data is structured provides a chronological timeline of data, which is irreversible. Each block is attached 

to a timestamp in the exact moment it gets into the chain. In order to work appropriately, a blockchain needs 

an outstanding number of computers that collect and process data. This process does not happen under one 

roof, nor is performed by a limited number of individuals. Thus, due to the decentralized nature of activities, 

all transactions involved in the process are transparent and accessible to everyone who wishes to. Moreover, 

blockchain is extremely secure. Whenever a block enters the chain, it is attached its own hash, that intersects 

with the one of the previous and of the following block. If somebody were to alter the integrity of a given 



 36 

block, thus changing the hash attached to it, the same block would not integrate with the rest of the chain 

(Conway & Mansa, 2021). 

 

Given this brief and extremely simplified definition, an attempt to understand how such an instrument can 

help the firms operating in the industry address the evolving customer expectations can be performed. The 

main benefits associated to the application of a blockchain tool are enhanced data management, improved 

supply chain operations, and, most importantly, reduced risk of counterfeit and grey markets. Indeed, the 

opacity of the industry has always been a big turnaround for customers who wanted to purchase a luxury 

product online. The risk of incurring into a counterfeit product, when making an expensive acquisition clearly 

turned customers away from online transactions. Thereby, the application of a blockchain gives enhanced 

transparency and traceability to all the luxury supply chain. 

 

Transparency is granted as company’s statements on the provenance of items become verifiable, increasing 

customer trust and favoring authenticity. On the same note, traceability ensures the origin of a product 

throughout the whole journey. Further benefits are guaranteed to stakeholders crosswise the industry; they are 

thereon analyzed. 

 As stated above the blockchain allows tracking of the provenance of products. It gives customers a 

view over firms’ operations, potentially expanding sustainable and ethical production. The reason why 

this is the case, as in many cases, lies in profits. Indeed, 66% of global customers and 73% of 

millennials have a higher willingness to pay for sustainable goods, according to a report conducted by 

Nielsen. 

 Consequently, it can be stated that blockchain redefines customer expectations, in turn impacting 

customer experience.  

 Blockchain proves to be helpful even in data management practices, as critical information can be 

safely collected and shared. 

Overall, the implementation of a blockchain is a win for every market participant. Firms reduce operating 

costs with a more accurate supply chain management and more efficient data management. Costs associated 

to grey markets and counterfeit products should decrease. Sustainable practices associated with an enhanced 

transparency may lead to higher willingness to pay from customers. On the consumers’ side, reduced risk of 

counterfeit products and elevated brand behavior provide clients with a more positive customer experience.  

 

There is already a number of successful applications of the blockchain in the industry. One of which is 

represented by the Aura blockchain consortium. Luxury brands have a unique story to tell, that relates to the 

quality of materials, craftsmanship and creativity. The technology offered by Aura blockchain consortium 

allows customers to have direct access to the history of the products and their guarantee of authenticity. In this 

way, consumers can easily and transparently follow the life cycle of a product via reliable data, thus 
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strengthening the relationship with their reference brands. Thanks to this unprecedented partnership and 

through the development of cutting-edge technology, LVMH, Prada and Cartier continue to raise industry 

standards to drive change and increase their customers' confidence in green practices and responsible sourcing 

conducted by individual brands. Additional brands such as Bulgari, Cartier, Hublot, Louis Vuitton and Prada 

are already active on the platform. Furthermore, several discussions are currently, both within the founding 

groups and with independent brands, to join the consortium. Each company has adhered according to its own 

specificities and expectations of its customers and will continue to be fully owner and responsible for its data, 

without any exchange of information sensitive from the point of view of competition.  

 

Cyrille Vigneron, President and CEO of Cartier International and member of Richemont’s Board of Directors 

and Senior Executive Committee, added to the topic: “Aura Blockchain Consortium is an example of 

unprecedented cooperation in the luxury sector. Blockchain is a key technology to improve customer service, 

partner relationships and product traceability. The luxury industry makes timeless objects and must ensure that 

strict standards endure and remain in trusted hands. We therefore invite the entire industry to join this 

consortium to design a new era of luxury reinforced by blockchain technology» (Camurati, 2021). 

This partnership follows up other initiatives that have been mentioned through the course of the paper. 

Actually, digitalization of the industry has encouraged co-opetition, in favor of enhanced customer experience. 

 

The reader will have noticed the emphasis that has been given to the topic of customer experience. Indeed, the 

whole purpose of an omnichannel approach, thus the whole purpose of this paper itself, is to maximize 

customer experience in an ever more integrated world. In order to provide a full picture of the activities 

involved in this “customer experience maximizing” process, it is time to finally turn to the core of this paper: 

the omnichannel approach. 
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4. THE NEW FRONTIER OF LUXURY: THE ADOPTION OF AN OMNICHANNEL 

APPROACH  

 

The digital transformation has changed the rules of the game in the world of luxury, among others. The industry 

now faces the challenge of adapting its business model to the changes in customer expectations and purchasing 

behavior. The capacity to establish omnichannel business models is now a source of competitive advantage. 

After a thorough review of the literature and the changes that have occurred in the luxury industry, the current 

work aims to investigate the feasibility of innovative business models in the luxury market. The study raises 

questions about the future of omnichannel luxury retailing. Will technology ever be able to create value for 

new customers, or will it deteriorate the dream associated to luxury products? Furthermore, from the standpoint 

of retailers, case analysis will reveal which technologies are defining luxury sales points with the best results 

in Retail 4.0. The topic of customer experience enters the dissertation once more. The implications of the 

omnichannel approach will be analyzed from the perspective of customers as well. It will be shown that 

adapting to the developing customer expectations may prove to offer a number of opportunities to brands who 

will manage to follow the market requirements.  

 

The distribution channels are undergoing a significant transformation. The development of the online channel 

and digitalization, which has been led by a few big corporations in recent years, has dramatically altered 

people's lifestyles and purchasing patterns. New technologies have expanded the number of touch points, while 

broadband access has increased the number of “always on” consumers. What are the consequences of digital 

technology advancements? Will the physical store play an important role in the future? Will internet purchases 

be able to provide consumers with an interesting and thrilling experience? It is opinion of who writes that 

integration of e-commerce and physical channels generates opportunities and synergies: businesses can offer 

a variety of services through various channels and for various target segments. 

 

Many retailers have established multichannel strategies to meet these technology advancements by adding 

new touchpoints and new channels via which they can communicate with customers (Verhoef, Neslin, & 

Vroomen, 2007). Retailers have begun to control the customer experience and combine the retail mix levers 

of all distribution channels to manage the new competitive logic and develop a long-term relationship with 

consumers (Neslin et al., 2006). The literature assumed a clear boundary between physical and online channels, 

but subsequent channel integration led to the study of omnichannel retail (Lazaris & Vrechopoulos, 2014). It 

is indeed necessary to distinguish between the multichannel and omnichannel approach. Despite the fact that 

the two terms are often used as synonyms they differ on one crucial aspect, the integration of activities.  

Multichannel retailing refers to the actions involved in selling goods or services via several channels, or across 

all channels, where the customer cannot initiate channel contact and/or the retailer does not manage channel 

integration. As a result, a Multichannel retailer provides goods or services through more than one channel or 
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all common channels, with the client unable to initiate channel interaction and the retailer having no control 

over channel integration (Beck & Rygl, 2015). 

Omnichannel retailing refers to the actions involved in selling goods or services across all common channels, 

where the customer can initiate full channel interaction and/or the retailer manages full channel integration. 

As a result, an omnichannel provider offers goods or services across a variety of channels, with the customer 

having the ability to initiate full channel engagement and/or the retailer controlling full channel integration 

(Beck & Rygl, 2015). Consequently, omnichannel management enables a synergic management of touchpoints 

in order to improve the customer experience. 

 

In order to fully understand the extent to which omnichannel retail proves to be necessary for the luxury 

industry players (and beyond the industry boundaries), an overview on the process that has led to the evolution 

of multichannel retail to omnichannel retail is provided. The work by Neslin et al. (2006) has had a significant 

impact on the development of multichannel retailing research. The authors provide the following definition of 

multichannel management: “the design, deployment, coordination, and assessment of channels to increase 

customer value through effective customer acquisition, retention, and development”. As a result, they regard 

channels as customer contact-point or a medium via which the company and the client communicate. The 

expansion of online channels and how that affects firms and customers using traditionally available channels, 

such as stores and catalogs, has sparked interest in multichannel retail. These channels have typically been 

developed and handled separately within organizations, with only modest integration. In comparison to the 

multichannel approach, omnichannel plainly involves a greater number of channels. Another significant 

difference is that the natural boundaries between channels are almost dissolved, blurring the lines between 

them. This change, according to Brynjolfsson, Hu, and Rahman (2013), has an impact on competitive 

strategies. New channels, according to these academics, will break down existing barriers like geography and 

consumer ignorance. As a result, retailers and their supply chain partners in other industries may need to 

reconsider their competitive strategy. 

 

Within the online channel, search, display, e-mail, affiliates, and referral websites are all independent channels 

that can support one-way or two-way communication or engagement in the omnichannel environment (Li & 

Kanna, 2014). As a result, consumer movement between channels and devices such as a desktop, laptop, and 

mobile device is all part of the omnichannel experience, and businesses must account for it in order to deliver 

a consistent customer experience. Customers and businesses alike use the many channels and touchpoints to 

facilitate the customers' retail experience on a continuous, interchangeable, and simultaneous basis. Whereas 

the multichannel theory focuses primarily on retail channels, the omnichannel approach emphasizes the 

interaction between channels and brands. As a result, omnichannel is expanding not just the number of 

channels available, but also taking into account customer-brand-retail channel interactions. This is also a 
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consequence of conceptually increasing the channel scope. It also means that in an omnichannel context, each 

customer touchpoint influences brand and retail success.  

 

The table below pictures the fundamental differences between omnichannel and multichannel management. 

It's worth noting that omnichannel management is also referred as cross-channel management. A formal 

definition for omnichannel management is also provided. In this case, rather than adopting Neslin et al. 

(2006)'s definition, which is extremely customer management oriented, the working definition for 

omnichannel is the one proposed by Verhoef (2009), that proposes a broader retail/brand orientation with a 

special focus on delivering a superior customer experience. Following this discussion, omnichannel 

management is defined as the synergetic management of the numerous available channels and customer 

touchpoints, in such a way that the customer experience across channels and the performance over channels 

is optimized. This definition thereby acknowledges that the different channels interact with each other and 

are used simultaneously. 

 

Figure 10. Multichannel vs. Omnichannel management 

 

Source 10. From Multi-Channel Retailing to Omni-Channel Retailing: Introduction to the Special Issue on Multi-Channel Retailing, Journal of 
Retailing (2015) 

 

To summarize, since 2010, multichannel and, more importantly, omnichannel strategies have become more 

popular, and literature has begun to study the obstacles of implementing them. Researchers wanted to 

understand the difficulties that retailers experience (Herhausen et al., 2015) as well as the obstacles for supply 
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chain partners (Brynjolfsson et al., 2013). The resources are being directed toward the creation of a unique 

and individualized purchasing experience. The new omnichannel initiatives are aimed at making technology 

more intelligent, integrated, and innovative. Retail 4.0, as defined by Desai, Potia, and Salsberg (2012), is the 

new frontier of distribution. The physical and digital worlds are interwoven and geared toward hybrid solutions 

in an omnichannel context: the consumer can buy online and withdraw in store, choose a product in the store 

and order it online if it is not available, or buy online and return the product to the store. Physical stores in 

Retail 4.0 are becoming increasingly connected, and customers can use a variety of methods to search for 

information online, including tablets, interactive totems, mirrors, and interactive walls, virtual dressing rooms, 

mobile apps, and live chat. Retailers can also utilize RFID, QR code, and beacon labels to convey personalized 

messages to customers and manage their relationships in order to better understand their behavior. 

 

As previously stated during the course of this paper, the creation of a unique customer experience is paramount 

for any luxury brand. Thus, in order to fully manage and exploit the physical and digital dimensions of their 

own business, companies in the industry are forced to adopt an omnichannel approach (Armstrong & Rutter, 

2017). Throughout the following chapters will be provided an exhaustive framework which aims to provide 

clear, concrete indications that may foster current literature, filling theorical and practical gaps on the subject 

of omnichannel strategy in the luxury industry. 

 

4.1 OMNICHANNEL RETAIL: AN OVERVIEW 

A working definition for omnichannel retail has been provided through the previous paragraph. Nonetheless, 

the number of peculiarities that characterize this approach cannot be limited to a definition. The following 

branch will be devoted to the overview of omnichannel retail. In particular, the customer journey will be 

revised, showing how luxury brands can interact with customers through the different stages and touchpoints. 

Some attention will be devoted to some concerns that have been raised during the years with respect to the 

effectiveness of omnichannel practices. Specifically, is it possible to measure performance in an omnichannel 

context? How can a brand assess whether it is going to be generating extra sales rather than incur into 

cannibalization? The passage will deal with these topics thoroughly, starting from the new customer journey. 

 

The logic of omnichannel retail is driven by the behavior of the so-called “omnishoppers”. Next-generation 

consumers: smarter, more tech-savvy, who skillfully use digital devices and move from channel to channel 

enhancing the consumer experience. A study conducted by Criteo found that omnishoppers have now become 

commonplace: 75% of users surveyed globally said they buy both online and offline. The study also revealed 

that it is now a practice for modern consumers to inquire online before buying in physical retail. To be able to 

respond quickly to omnishoppers' needs, physical retailers must have control over the purchase decision path, 

which is increasingly subject to digital channels: apps, social media, websites and so on.  
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Despite the increasing surge of omnichannel practices and numerous claims from companies stating that they 

embraced omnichannel practices fully, a deep adoption of omnichannel retail is far to be reached. For instance, 

in Italy, brands have shown considerable interest in building the omnichannel experience. However, they are 

still limited in their concrete application. According to a study conducted by the Omnichannel Customer 

Experience Observatory, conducted by the Politecnico di Milano, 40% of the Italian companies surveyed 

declare a strong commitment of top management to omnichannel. But only in 8% of these there is widespread 

participation in the management of omnichannel customer experience.  

 

Touchpoints have changed and the customer journey is no longer linear, as marketing theorists once suggested. 

It has transformed into a dynamic map where the paths are varied and unpredictable. This change can be 

attributed to the increasingly subtle dissonance between product, service and experience and the way they are 

viewed by the market. There is evidence that the advancement of technology and the intensified interaction 

between brands and consumers have contributed substantially to the mutability of the customer journey. 

According to a June 2018 report by Kitewheel, brand-consumer interactions across all industries in multiple 

channels have more than tripled over the course of four years.  

 

4.2 THE NEW CUSTOMER JOURNEY: BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER PURCHASE 

Touchpoints converge. Technologies offer new opportunities. The old model of Awareness-Consideration-

Acquistion-Retention-Advocacy must now necessarily be revised and reinterpreted (Yang, 2019). 

 Pre-purchase evaluation  At this stage, the impact of traditional channels (word of mouth, 

advertising, telemarketing, etc.) is definitely diminishing compared to the past. Increasingly, 

consumers are being influenced by online channels. The role of store assistants is also undergoing a 

major change, given the autonomy of consumers to search online. It is often the case that a person 

trusts comparison sites and social media more than the retailer itself. It then becomes the job of retailers 

to precisely target each consumer's points of interest and potential purchase needs through the 

collection of customer interaction data. In addition to this, cutting-edge retailers are investing heavily 

in innovative in-store initiatives. Above all, the use of advanced technologies, Augmented Reality (AR) 

and Virtual Reality (VR) for example, and other forms of showcasing the in-store experience (Yang, 

2019). 

 Moment of purchase   The convergence of online and offline channels is no longer an option, but a 

certainty. Many practices are nowadays deemed almost necessary by customers. This is testified by 

the growing interest in BOPIS (Buy Online Pickup In-Store), among other procedures. In the United 

States, this practice is widespread among 68% of consumers. In addition, 50% of shoppers evaluate 

which brand to buy based on pickup availability in physical retail (Yang, 2019). Also, it seems 

almost obvious to say, but modern consumers expect complete freedom in their choice of payment 
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methods. To deliver a smooth customer experience, physical retailers must be ready for alternatives 

to cash: credit card, gift card, contactless card… 

 Post-purchase experience  First of all, it is necessary to note that this stage of the customer journey 

does not represent the end of the relationship with the customer. Indeed, this stage should trigger the 

beginning of a loop process. Today's consumers are looking for a seamless experience in and out of 

the store. They prefer after-sales service that inspires trust and loyalty. They have become 

accustomed to evaluating the shopping experience through comparison sites and social media. They 

pay attention to promotional initiatives. Even better if they are transparent, understandable and 

manageable from a mobile device. This means that every aspect in the post-sale phase - product 

customization, merchandise delivery, loyalty program, assistance and customer care, to name a few - 

must be taken care of in detail and seen together with the others, rather than managed as an isolated 

element. Thanks to Marketing Automation processes, which will be dealt with shortly, and the use of 

Artificial Intelligence, retailers can build an after-sales experience which is highly personalized and 

targeted, increasing customer loyalty and customer retention. 

 

This new customer journey applies to all customers of the contemporary economy; thus, luxury customers 

make no exception. What do today's luxury consumers want? More sophisticated and precise 

communication, a higher level of personalization, and a smooth, cross-channel experience. 

We are in the era of Luxury 4.0, to use a term coined by McKinsey. Brands and retailers must learn to use 

digital tools to get closer to consumers, listen to the market and pick up on emerging trends. As previously 

stated, with respect to the mass market industry, the luxury sector is in a more delicate position. It cannot 

avoid fully embracing digital, given the growing weight of the online channel in luxury goods sales. At the 

same time, the luxury experience lives on the sophistication of the physical store and the quality of the 

human touch. Indeed, refinement and quality are what distinguishes luxury goods and give them a 

prestigious status. Today, users approach brands through a variety of channels. The goal is to offer them a 

unified luxury experience, regardless of the touchpoint. Having a consistent positioning across all 

touchpoints with customers, integrating online and offline channels, is paramount. 

 

Technology plays a crucial role in the definition retail strategy of firms adopting an omnichannel approach. 

Even more so, technology can prove to be a strategic tool for marketing campaigns aimed at providing a 

deep cluster analysis and, in turn, personalization of contents. This is the purpose of Marketing Automation 

services. Everything stems from the segmentation of the customer base. Building segments (or clusters) is 

the key element in an automation strategy. Gaining in-depth knowledge of users (customers or prospects) 

and placing each of them in the identified segment.  
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The first step, based on the socio-demographic characteristics of users, is to outline personas that represent 

the cross-section of the audience. The second step is to place these personas within segments identified on 

the basis of users' behavioral patterns within the site. 

 

To segment the audience, it is necessary to identify different groups based on how users behave on the 

website. “Engaged” are loyal users: often on the site and have already made multiple purchases. The aim 

with these clients is teasing them with new offers, rather than sending redundant information they are 

probably already aware of. “Inactives” are those users who haven't visited the site in a long time. They aren't 

particularly interested in the offer and may have outdated account information. In this case, a gentler 

communication may be required, sending them stimuli that can arouse their interest. The premium ones are 

the ones that are most valuable to the firm: they are buyers or on average they are the ones who spend the 

most on the website.  

There’s plenty of different clusters that can be created, the most important aspect of this segmentation 

process is performing the analysis on the bases of a relevant determinant. In addition, brands should focus 

not only on existing customer segments, but on prospects as well, identifying the ones that have the highest 

potential value to the brand.  

 

All of this work needs to be finalized. After having segmented the audience, executing targeted 

communication campaigns is the successive step. Marketing Automation allows firms to do lead nurturing 

by sending email campaigns, creating landing pages and dynamic forms, doing A/B testing and much more. 

All following the principles of automation and personalization. So customer X will receive a different email 

from customer Y and will see a landing page with the same content aesthetically different from what Y sees. 

Not only lead nurturing, but also lead scoring. Knowing where a user is positioned in its customer journey, 

allows to score users based on where they are on their journey to conversion. At the sales stage, this 

information is crucial. It gives a great advantage and allows to finalize the sale without wasting time and 

energy with users who aren't "ready" for conversion. 

 

Lead nurturing work requires sophisticated techniques to instill trust in prospects and acquired customers to 

generate increasing value over time. The content the brand distributes must match the user's needs, as today's 

consumer is annoyed by untargeted and completely useless spam messages. By adopting Marketing 

Automation, luxury marketers can clusterize users and customize strategies to apply. They can also plan the 

distribution of material at each stage of user contact. The entire workflow can be managed without excessive 

time and operational expenses. 

One of the key points of this activity is the personalization of the landing page (whether it is in the desktop 

or mobile version). Using customer behavior data, the Marketing Automation platform can customize the 

homepage display, send messages or activate banners that promote products or information related to the 
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products displayed. The more the user interacts with the site, the more the database deepens knowledge. As a 

result, it is able to deliver the content that really interests the user. 

The same logic can be applied in communication with the user. Marketing Automation offers the possibility 

of personalization in every marketing activity, from sending emails to managing campaigns, through the 

attribution of tags. Let's take some examples: "first purchase", "abandoned cart", "social media follower" etc. 

The personalized approach ensures that the content that will be distributed to the customer in different 

channels is in line with his/her needs and interests. The customer feels treated as a "live" person - who has 

his/her own values and emotions - instead of the usual sales target. 

 

The huge investment required in customer loyalty is one of the aspects that distinguishes the luxury industry. 

Luxury shoppers have a longer customer lifecycle than ordinary consumers and are harder to please. 

Maintaining a great after-sales relationship to keep the customer coming back is not easy, but necessary. Many 

consumers buy only one or two items per year from a given luxury brand. Also, unlike traditional brands, 

luxury brands are unlikely to benefit from discounts and promotions, as these strategies run the risk of 

devaluing the brand image and diluting its value, as stated in the first chapters. 

Customers will repurchase from the same brand if the product and shopping experience were rewarding. In 

the case of luxury, customer return occurs with a longer interval of time and certainly not automatically. To 

accelerate this process, brands need to actively push and then create the contact opportunities. Nonetheless, 

finding the appropriate balance in terms of frequency of contact is not an easy task: luxury customers don't 

like to be prompted too much, because they value their privacy in a special way. For this reason, it is not 

enough to create opportunities for interaction in all possible channels. It is essential to approach the customer 

with a natural and gentle tone and following the right timing. 

 

Marketing Automation helps to manage these kinds of issues. Thanks to the aggregation of data and the 

personalized management of the customer profile, the luxury brand can get to know the target better and offer 

her tailor-made services. Everything the brand communicates with the customer, marketing campaigns, emails 

and messages, is customized and applied based on the target audience's level of loyalty and engagement. In 

particular, workflow automation comes in handy in the post-sales phase. Thank you, messages, newsletters, 

invitations and reminders, can be sent automatically and scheduled well in advance. Thanks to Marketing 

Automation, the cost of retention is much lower than that of manual management. Not to mention the 

significant time savings. 
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4.3 PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT AND QUALITATIVE KPIs 

Many managers will encounter the problem of quantifying the effectiveness of their new omnichannel sales 

technique during or after implementation. This is especially essential because omnichannel is similar to an 

ecosystem in that its overall health is determined by how well it functions. It's simple to envisage a scenario 

in which a shop runs an offline advertising campaign in order to increase foot traffic in a physical store but is 

unable to convert these visits into sales owing to a variety of factors such as bad customer service. Measuring 

a variety of KPIs across many channels can help retailers detect red flags and work on them. Of course, this 

does not mean that traditional sales KPIs like total revenue, sales growth, sales per channel, and margins should 

be ignored. However, additional precise and specific indicators, as well as qualitative data, are required to 

acquire a complete view of the omnichannel approach. 

 

Customers' purchase sentiment, such as awareness, engagement and loyalty, will be tracked using omnichannel 

KPIs. Each step has its own set of KPIs that must be closely monitored: 

 Awareness  traffic generator and visit rate are common omnichannel KPIs for this stage. The number 

of unique visitors to a website, store, social media channel, and so on is recorded by a traffic generator. 

The visit rate, on the other hand, determines how many times a single unique visitor watches those 

channels over the course of a certain time period. These important performance indicators are recorded 

individually in the age of the multichannel strategy. In omnichannel retailing, however, the business 

owner wants to know how a consumer behaves when she or he comes and revisits touch points before 

taking further action. Thus, these two indicators often come together. 

 Engagement  there is a number of performance indicators that can demonstrate the success of a 

customer engagement strategy, some KPIs worth applying are: product recommendations and offers 

per visit, conversion rate on product recommendations, and length of visit. To begin, suggestions are 

frequently employed in today's ecommerce to draw clients to not just one, but several things in the 

catalog. Another clear indicator of a customer's level of involvement with a channel is the length of 

their stay. The conversion rate on product recommendations or offers, on the other hand, is a crucial 

issue that omnichannel retailers should pay close attention to. It demonstrates how appropriate and 

personalized the material is for each unique shopper. This indicator has the capability of displaying 

the conversion rate from one channel to another. After completing a transaction at a webstore, a 

consumer, for example, received a discount code for a nice dress. But she doesn't buy it right away; 

instead, she goes to a nearby store to see if it suits her. If the retailer in this case uses a multichannel 

approach, the person who comes in to try on the dress will be a completely new consumer. 

Conversely, an omnichannel retailer can recognize that consumer based on her account. In this case, 

the conversion rate between channels is well performing. 

 Loyalty  once again, multiple KPIs enter the discussion at this stage. Retention rate provides the 

business with a measure of loyalty, as well as advocacy, which envisages customer satisfaction. 



 47 

Lifetime customer value is a measure of the revenues generated by a customer in its lifetime as a 

client. While lifetime customer value can reflect a single customer's devotion, customer retention rate 

is a KPI that measures the loyalty of all consumers, hence it is often more used. 

 

In addition to these metrics, there are some other actions that brands can undertake in order to monitor 

omnichannel performance of their businesses. One such thing is acknowledging the relationship between 

stores and influence zones. Retailers can track usage of features like "buy online, pick up in-store," and 

"reserve online, buy in-store" and determine the size of the zone influenced by store locations as a result of 

combining online behavioral data with geographic input relative to store locations, which has the potential to 

yield significant insights. According to a research of over 41 million credit and debit card holder records 

conducted by the ICSC (International Council of Shopping Centers), a single online or in-store transaction 

does not occur in isolation, but rather triggers a sequence of subsequent transactions. When a customer 

spends money in a store, they are likely to make subsequent purchases on the retailer's website. Consumers 

make additional purchases in the retailer's brick-and-mortar stores after starting their shopping journey 

online. From the moment a sale begins in one area and changes to a complimentary channel inside the 

retailer's business, these halo events result in millions of subsequent transactions, further incremental 

spending, and improved engagement. Moreover, firms should beware to standardize and measure customer 

service across the different touchpoints. Traditional call center metrics must be updated to account for the 

growing use of live chat and social media for customer service, so that effective practices may be identified 

and shared throughout the company. Self-service customer assistance solutions, such as FAQs and Q&A 

features, should be considered as well. 

 

4.4 THE RISK OF CANNIBALIZATION  

However, the adoption of an omnichannel retail strategy bears some risks. In addition to the previously 

mentioned risk of brand dilution that luxury firms run “democratizing” their products, a supplementary risk 

that any brand that adds a retail channel faces is cannibalization. Indeed, simply adding a touchpoint with 

customers is not sufficient to increase sales. In order to decrease to the minimum this possibility, brands 

need to deeply integrate digital and physical practices. Nonetheless, as previously stated, there is a chance of 

cannibalization induced by omnichannel retail. A study conducted by Luo et al. (2020) actually identified 

two different kind of scenarios that can occur. For nearby customers, the online and offline channel 

integration generates complementarity. On the other hand, for further customers, the risk is that of 

cannibalization. 

Complementarity of Online and Offline Channels for Nearby Customers. Consumers who shop across many 

channels tend to purchase more and have a higher lifetime value than their single-channel counterparts, thus 

IT that supports cross-channel marketing would increase overall purchases. This belief has prompted 

conventional retailers to enter the internet realm and invest significant IT resources to enable traditional 
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offline customers to shop online. Some noteworthy IT-enabled omnichannel practices take advantage of 

these synergies. Physical showrooming (physical locations where customers can view and examine products) 

with QR codes for online purchases, virtual showrooming (online customers can experience products as if 

they were in a physical store), and pseudo-showrooming (online customers can experience products as if 

they were in a physical store) are examples (customers experience one product at a physical store and then 

buy a related product online). In essence, these omnichannel approaches take advantage of each channel's 

strengths to generate complementarity. Because buyers are allowed to visit the store and inspect and evaluate 

the product in person, showrooming allows online consumers to resolve their doubt about the value of 

products (Gu & Tayi, 2017). Physical showrooming is extremely advantageous for online-only shops (Bell 

& Moreno, 2017). An omnichannel framework also allows customers to purchase things online and pick 

them up in store, cutting down on checkout time and allowing the company to cross-sell additional items 

offline (Gallino & Moreno, 2014). To summarize, due to the low travel cost associated with their distance to 

store, nearby customers who are targeted for making online purchases through the use of incentives can 

benefit from the advantages of online shopping but then easily return to the brick-and-mortar store to enjoy 

the synergies between online and offline channels. 

Cannibalization of Online and Offline Channels for Distant Customers. According to Ofek & Katona 

(2011), adding an internet channel can reduce earnings by causing excessive returns for products where 

“touch and feel” are critical for assessing quality. While customers may buy more, they may also return 

more things to the brick-and-mortar store, reducing revenues. Indeed, launching an online channel may 

reduce earnings by exposing clients to more competing brands and lower pricing from other online 

merchants (Ofek & Katona, 2011). Customers who live far away from traditional stores may find online 

shopping to be particularly appealing because it cuts or eliminates travel costs (Bell & Moreno, 2017). 

However, due to their high travel costs, it is substantially more expensive for faraway clients to return to the 

brick-and-mortar store once they have purchased anything online. In this way, remote consumers who are 

enticed to shop online by incentives may buy fewer products in experiential categories and have a lower 

basket size, thus negatively impacting overall expenditure. Luxury items clearly fall in this category of more 

“delicate” acquisitions. In fact, firms operating in this sector need to invest heavily in the creation of a 

captivating, experiential website that can allow customers to feel, perceive, grasp the products without 

actually touching them. To this extent, the urge for a quality website and some major steps that can be 

undertaken by firms in its inception, have been thoroughly faced in the previous sections of this study.  

 

The introduction to the omnichannel world has been a required leap in the direction of the implementation of 

this approach for luxury enterprises. In the successive section, the feasibility of an omnichannel retail 

strategy in the luxury industry will be scrutinized. Next, the operational framework to adopt the transition 

towards this model will be presented. 
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4.5 IS OMNICHANNEL FEASIBLE WITH LUXURY?  

The Internet presents a unique challenge: can brands sustain luxury's "dream value" online? A brand's dream 

value rises with awareness but falls with real penetration (Dubois & Paternault, 1995). Is it possible for a 

brand to raise its visibility and ensure that an ever-increasing number of consumers fantasize about it without 

weakening its appeal due to an overabundance of actual buyers or owners? It is necessary to strike a fine 

equilibrium. Luxury businesses can use the Internet to supply customers with "things that dreams are made 

of," such as company history and legacy, creation mythology, or information about high-quality 

craftsmanship and materials. Can they, on the other hand, use the Internet to protect privacy, rarity, and one-

on-one relationships? Luxury businesses must communicate with their customers in individualized ways, but 

are they able to do so online? 

Luxury is built on the image of its customers, who are historically wealthy, powerful, and aristocratic. The 

key is exclusivity: luxury is difficult to come by, and only the “lucky few” have access to it. However, if 

everyone can visit the brand site, exclusivity may be lost. Should a high-end website be password-protected 

and only accessible to a selected group of top clienteles who are offered privileged services such as 

exclusive events, private exhibitions, private auctions, and access to limited editions? Consumers who take 

use of such services will appreciate them as well as the sense of being special. However, if the site's 

activities are kept private and unknown outside of a restricted circle, they will not help to build a brand 

image beyond the one with these privileged customers. 

 
Another big issue is the danger of diminishing the concept of "luxury" in and of itself. Many corporations 

have pursued mass prestige in recent years by adhering to conventional luxury codes while sacrificing 

quality, design, components, or craftsmanship in favor of a lower, more accessible price point that allows for 

much wider distribution. Luxury is said to necessitate some form of education or code knowledge, as well as 

the capacity to assess a product's true quality and the development of taste through time. Because luxury 

brands are rapidly developing in new countries, and even in countries with a long luxury tradition, the 

number of people who believe they should have access to luxury has greatly increased, the Internet may be 

pushing luxury products too quickly to potential consumers with limited such education. 

Each in-store experience for luxury goods must be truly valuable, entertaining, and pleasurable while also 

strengthening the brand's image. However, fine-tuning the brand proposition for an item sold over the 

internet is difficult. Online buyers, in particular, have access to a wealth of information about the brand's 

products and services. Because the function of feeling or seeing a product in person is still significant, luxury 

firms must figure out how to combine these in-store benefits with the rich knowledge about the entire 

portfolio that customers can obtain online before visiting the store. Traditional luxury stores, on the other 

hand, would only show a tiny, exclusive subset of the whole brand portfolio. 
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According to a study conducted by Pwc in 2018 on the omnichannel services provided by 104 luxury brands, 

omnichannel performance in the sector is considerably lagging behind mass market industries. The score 

below illustrates the omnichannel score that results from the interviews of the study. Luxury has been 

divided in different clusters, the more luxurious and exclusive the brand, the lowest the score in this special 

ranking. This is due to customer expectations that are increasingly high as the level of the brand increases. 

Often, this expectation is unmet because extremely exclusive brands have not yet found the appropriate 

balance between the increased access to the brand granted by an omnichannel approach and the level of 

exclusivity the firm wants to preserve.  

As the graph below shows, both mass market enterprises and luxury firms have a long way to go before 

reaching acceptable level of omnichannel services. Nonetheless, the luxury segment is, on average, almost 

14 points behind the average in the mass market industry, which in most cases sets a bare minimum 

requirement, which luxury brands should be able to match and overperform. 

 

Figure 11. Omnichannel maturity of luxury segments with respect to mass market firms 

 

Source 11. The Luxury Omnichannel dilemma: Is omnichannel the right path for luxury brands? (PWC,2018) 

 

Specifically, luxury brands prove to be underperforming in the delivery step. Mass market firms offer 

multiple delivery modes with reduced waiting times. Given the luxury price point, customers expect the 

brand to cover shipping fees, yet in most cases, the consumer is charged the whole cost, causing 

dissatisfaction.  

After-sales omnichannel experience for luxury and mass market is equally immature: luxury brands offer 

differentiated services such as free alteration service, repair service, book time with store associate... mass 

market enables a seamless shopping journey by proposing multiple return models and integrating loyalty 

programs, nonetheless customers in both industries are relatively dissatisfied with the treatment received. 

Luxury and mass market omnichannel purchasing performance is similar, but: convenience is better 

delivered by mass market brands - a transactional mobile app, and several payment methods (wish list, 

historical data, ...) - while Luxury brands are more experienced in offering high-end packaging services. 
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In comparison to luxury brands, mass market is more advanced in offering undifferentiated offer services 

across channels by displaying the entire brand assortment and related prices online to facilitate the purchase 

journey and utilizing social media as a selling channel rather than solely as a brand window.  

 

Figure 12. Luxury brands performance vs mass market through the steps of the customer journey 

 

Source 12. The Luxury Omnichannel dilemma: Is omnichannel the right path for luxury brands? (PWC,2018) 

 

Thus, adopting an omnichannel approach per se is not sufficient to satisfy the customer base. Moreover, 

different customer clusters have different expectations and require different channels. Not every channel is 

relevant to a given cluster, hence not every channel is necessary to implement a winning omnichannel 

strategy. Firms should know their customers’ expectations and tackle those specific channels and 

touchpoints, in ways that are consistent with their prospect. For the purpose of this study, a brief 

segmentation of customers is provided, just to highlight the different expectations of the clusters. Assume 

there are five different categories (The Luxury Omnichannel dilemma: Is omnichannel the right path for 

Luxury brands?, 2018): 

1. Millennial (22-37 y.o.) 

 Go-to purchase method is mobile app 

 Highly sensitive to brands with enhanced social media presence 

 More interested in experience rather than product itself 

 High expectation in terms of omnichannel services 

2. Business Traveler (30-60 y.o.) 

 Often shops for family members and friends in duty free or department stores 

 Has limited time and requires flexibility 

 Expect efficiency and convenience with high degree of effectiveness 

3. Tourist (no specific age) 

 Seeks brand experience 

 Shops mainly for his/her own pleasure in touristic cities and flagship stores 
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 Highly hedonistic and open minded 

4. Deal Hunter (no specific age) 

 Interested in getting a bargain rather than in a single product 

 Benchmarks price across competition and different channels 

5. VIP (mostly > 40 y.o.) 

 Wants to feel important within the store; expects to take to a manager or a sales associate 

 Favors high end luxury brands 

 Expects premium and personalized attention throughout the whole customer journey 

 

The following two graphs are showcased as examples of the different expectations of these clusters. Tourists 

have relatively easy expectations to face for luxury brands. Indeed, 51% of the firms in the sample managed 

to offer satisfactory omnichannel services for this group of customers.  

 

Figure 13. The services required by tourists are met by 51% of the firms of the sample 

 

Source 13. The Luxury Omnichannel dilemma: Is omnichannel the right path for luxury brands? (PWC,2018) 
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VIPs have higher expectations, which are not met by 85% of the firms in the sample. The single entries of 

the chart clearly differ from the ones of tourists previously shown.  

 
Figure 14. VIPs have considerably higher expectations than other clusters. Their expectations are met, on average, by 15% of firms in the sample 

 

Source 14. The Luxury Omnichannel dilemma: Is omnichannel the right path for luxury brands? (PWC, 2018) 

 

The findings, show that luxury businesses have not only been sluggish to adapt, but also have a lack of focus 

and relevancy when it comes to digital channels. The main challenge luxury businesses have, according to 

Clara Saladich interviewed about the topic in 2017, marketing manager at VERB, is a lack of focus plan, 

which leads to the establishment of channels simply because ‘they have to' rather than carefully picking 

channels for a personalized client experience. When it comes to building a digital experience, the importance 

of a client's function is often underestimated. According to Chris Donnelly, VERB's Marketing Director, the 

effectiveness of a digital strategy is greatly dependent on how well a company knows its clients (2017). 

Every time a customer interacts with a brand's digital channels, even if it isn't on the brand's channels, they 

provide data that organizations can use to better understand what customers value. A first step, according to 

Donnelly, would be to use Google Analytics to create "marketing personas" that identify a customer's 

preferred time to buy, how long they remain on your site, their age range and interests, the source or referral 

page that brought them to your site, and so on. Companies may then develop a more robust and relevant 

social media plan, as well as a solid SEO and SEM strategy, if applicable, and determine which influencers 

can help boost brand recognition. SEO (search engine optimization), a subcategory of SEM (search engine 

marketing), is the practice of increasing website traffic by ensuring that the site appears at the top or near the 

top of a search engine's results page. This is accomplished by the use of specific keywords, meta 
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descriptions, title tags, and header tags, among other things. It also includes social sharing integration within 

the site's content, which drives more visitors. 

 

Delivery plays an increasingly important role in consumer pleasure and experience. In the interview in 

question, Saladich stated that in order to provide the immediacy that clients need, brands must innovate 

internally, boosting supply chain and internal processing efficiency. As a result, from early digital research 

to final physical delivery, digital can play a big role in the consumer path-to-purchase synergy. Delivery 

businesses now have applications that allow customers to follow their items in real time, demonstrating how 

logistics are always evolving. Being able to track items and even be given a one-hour delivery window is 

extremely useful for customers who may often be busy and may not always be at home to accept deliveries. 

 

The core in adopting an omnichannel strategy for luxury brands is a deep understanding of customers’ needs, 

wants, expectations, personas, interests… The customer is at the center of luxury value. The same 

personalized service that one would expect from a high-end retailer should be provided throughout. Digital 

success hinges on a thorough understanding of the customer. Every element of customer habit data may be 

assessed, scored, graded, and ranked with the use of data-driven marketing to understand where the value 

lies for a given customer persona. This can also be done in real time to evaluate the progress of new releases 

and marketing activations in order to better understand what drives client retention and interest. Data such as 

how often a client accesses digital channels, at what time of day, and for how long is critical for creating 

micro-optimizations that lead to a cost-effective and effective approach. 

 

To this extent, it is worth mentioning the recent deal between LVMH and Google. Indeed, LVMH 

announced that it has entered into a strategic partnership with Google Cloud to accelerate innovation and 

develop cloud-based artificial intelligence. The companies will join forces to empower the luxury group's 

individual brands with more accurate demand forecasting and inventory optimization, as well as take 

advantage of a new, personalized customer experience that promotes long-term growth. The agreement was 

announced at Vivatech, the annual luxury and technology summit that took place in Paris in June. Planned is 

the creation of a "Data and AI Academy" in Paris, from where the two groups will jointly develop new 

algorithms, artificial intelligence components and machine learning directly with labs in California. "This 

new partnership with Google Cloud, which is unprecedented, reflects our great ambitions in this field - 

commented Toni Belloni, CEO of the LVMH group - The union of our approaches of excellence in their 

respective fields, will take us a step forward in the use of data and AI. For us, privacy, personalization and 

luxury are synonymous, and this is not going to change." Over the past three years, LVMH had already 

begun working independently on the topic of artificial intelligence and data management, with a focus on 

customer relations, supply chain and manufacturing, but the pandemic, however, underscored the need to 

further speed up the development of such solutions. Currently, brands such as Sephora, Louis Vuitton and 
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Dior are already ahead of the curve in adopting solutions such as the learning machine to improve efficiency 

in sales forecasting and adjust the production and distribution of products accordingly in the geographies 

around the world where they are in demand. 

 

As previously stated, not all digital channels are relevant to the brand's target audience. Having customized 

channels prevents firms from making the usual error of using social or digital platforms simply because they 

"had to." There is no reason to have it if it does not add value or bring prospectus value to the firm. Having 

too many channels that aren't relevant to customers can only lead to confusion. 

 

A ‘digital hub,' such as a primary website, acts as a central platform for engagement, much like a flagship 

store. This is the platform that bridges the online and offline worlds by bringing all of the other digital 

channels together. People who are new to the brand will know where to obtain the most comprehensive 

quantity of content about the brand and may then branch out to other channels that they may be more 

interested in. Its purpose is to make the buyer aware of the brand's principles, beliefs, and aesthetics. The 

platform's performance and functionality are also critical. It makes sense to deliver the same translatable or 

equivalent experience that the customer would get in-store when it is viewed as a digital flagship. The fact 

that this makes the brand more "accessible" would not detract from its value, as certain exclusive services 

could be made available only to certain loyal customers, or certain products could appear only in limited 

quantities on certain digital accounts. 

 

As a customer, nothing is more frustrating than inauthentic engagement. People are becoming savvier, and 

they can easily discern whether a company is genuine or merely interested in making a profit. It's crucial to 

consider not only what a brand says and stands for, but also how it's communicated (Saladich, 2017). 

Because luxury has always been about personalization, the language used and the brands’ manners, 

customers’ engagement must be as real as possible. It's also crucial to maintain the same tone of voice and 

brand values across the entire experience, paying close attention to things like corporate policies and 

customer correspondence. 

 

To support successful digital integration, the most significant investment must be made in back-end 

technologies in order to provide the best possible client experience. CRM and consumer analytics, internal 

data relay, procurement, sourcing & traceability, delivery & logistics, online performance, multimedia cloud 

technology for faster multimedia loading times, SEO & SEM, and other technical things are just some of the 

things that can be improved using digital technologies to create an even more valuable and enriching digital 

experience. Some of these may go unnoticed by the customer, yet they have a big impact on the overall 

consumer experience. Digital luxury has very high technical requirements, with the need to go above and 

beyond what non-luxury businesses can provide. 
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For a long time, luxury has been associated with the notion that the brand sells a dream. To sum up what has 

been stated in this chapter, while it is surely true that opening up the brand’s doors to more customers is 

quite the opposite of the traditional strategic choices deployed by luxury firms, this process is an 

evolutionary step that firms need to take. The “dream” will not be corrupted by the participation of more 

clients to the industry, yet, allowing clients to build their own dream and immersing them in the tools 

necessary to do so is the narrative that engages people the most. In this context, it means making the luxury 

shopping experience as well-thought-out as possible, maximizing personalization, letting clients interact 

with multiple touch points that are relevant to them while maintaining an extraordinary level of performance 

that further builds upon the customer’s experience. 
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5. HOW TO HANDLE THE TRANSITION TOWARDS OMNICHANNEL 

 

 

The research will provide an answer to how and whether luxury firms should move towards an omnichannel 

strategy, defining a framework that can guide companies in this transition. Possible arising challenges and new 

possible solutions will be examined, even thanks to the contribution of some professionals of the industry, 

who will be interviewed with respect to the omnichannel practices deployed in their respective companies. 

Both the theorical groundwork that has been done until now, and that will be furtherly developed in the course 

of this chapter, and the practical evidence supported by practitioners will allow for the creation of a 

comprehensive framework for the implementation of an omnichannel strategy. 

In today's web age, companies are increasingly forced to develop their marketing relationships in a 

completely new context. In recent years, the increasing importance of the digital environment and the 

globalization of markets have forced companies to review their strategies and implement omnichannel 

marketing to continue to operate in increasingly international markets, characterized by progressively 

demanding and informed consumers. The digital channel is a means of interacting with demand that takes on 

hybrid connotations: that is, it can perform information, transactional and relational functions, exploiting 

alternatively or simultaneously physical and virtual modes of contact. The logic of development of the 

digital channel for luxury players is therefore one of integration with the physical channel. The traditional 

point of sale has always played a major role in the purchase experience of a good with high symbolic value, 

but the growing success of the digital channel makes it an essential variable for players in the market for 

goods with high symbolic value. A web strategy today is, therefore, indispensable for a luxury brand. 

The development of marketing that incorporates social media and the web in its approach allows the 

company to involve the consumer by putting him at the center of the scene; the objective is to transmit the 

values of a brand through involvement, entertainment, and fun. The consumer becomes the protagonist and, 

in this way, companies can develop engagement actions, exploit word of mouth, with a proactive and 

dynamic approach. 

Omnichannel marketing is a process that allows information, products, and services, pre and post sales, to be 

placed on the market through two or more channels. It is an approach to managing relationships with 

demand that goes beyond the logic of using only single, independent channels, instead exploiting the 

potential opened up by both the outsourcing of the economy and the spread of digital technologies. 

It is a perspective that allows, at the same time, to overcome the information and distribution constraints 

imposed by the prevalent use of traditional points of sale, fully exploiting the separation between physical 

and information flows. Each consumer, therefore, can interact with the company, or its specific components, 

at any time and in a discretionary manner. 
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Given that the development of the digital channel even in luxury markets is a strategic path already initiated 

by the main players and that positive business models have been created both by luxury brands and by 

independent players who perform only the function of distribution such as Pure Internet Players, the current 

frontier consists in identifying the paths of integration between physical channels and digital channels of 

distribution and communication. 

Increasing degrees of synchronicity between channels translate into greater consumer reassurance and, 

therefore, higher profits than firms adopting different approaches (Berger et al., 2006). For the sake of 

completeness, it should be mentioned that a number of scholarly theses have also been presented that 

strongly discourage the adoption of digital channels, as they would reduce transaction costs by making it 

easier to exit the customer base, while also negating relationship acquisition and management efforts. A 

digital channel in the channel mix, moreover, would tend to decrease the use of alternate channels, and, 

therefore, opportunities for interaction (Ansari et al., 2005). It is opinion of who writes that the spread of 

omnichannel marketing favors, in fact, the interaction with the customer and helps the company to pick up 

the weak signals and changes in the market. 

The use of multiple platforms to reach actual or potential consumers offers businesses the possibility to 

achieve a number of advantages: 

 increased ability to receive comprehensive feedback from the marketplace and increase customer loyalty 

 increased sales, by offering a variety of customer touch points, the omnichannel approach increases the 

convenience and ease of relationship development 

 increased productivity, staff can benefit from the use of new technology in terms of increased efficiency 

in customer service. 

Consumers can also benefit from an omnichannel approach: 

 facilitated access to information, the wide availability of information provides consumers with the 

opportunity to become more knowledgeable when making a purchase, thoroughly evaluating all possible 

alternatives 

 time savings, consumers can compare products and prices quickly, as they have access to a multitude of 

channels 

 desire of interaction, in the virtual context the interactions are easier and quicker than in a physical 

context, determining therefore a greater involvement from part of the consumer, being he attracted from 

the social relations 

 reduced delivery times, the virtual and digital points of sale characterized by the immediate availability 

of the product are often preferred by the consumer 
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Embracing digital practices is no longer an “if” or “when” question. It has been pointed out throughout the 

paper that the answer to this conundrum is: yes, now. The strategic choice that brands need to make is how 

to go digital. Firms may decide to implement their digital strategies starting from their own e-commerce, 

slowly transitioning towards the application of an omnichannel approach. Otherwise, companies can turn 

their attention to some marketplaces that deploy the omnichannel practices on behalf of the brand. Moreover, 

brands can opt for both strategies, investing heavily in the digital penetration of their label.  

The following paragraphs will deep dive into this topic. With the valuable contribution of some practitioners 

of the industry, the paper aims to provide a detailed analysis of the benefits offered by each path. The 

respondents belong to major luxury brands and also to one of the largest marketplaces in the industry. Thus, 

the perspectives are manifold. Nonetheless, every respondent shared one basic opinion: providing high level 

omnichannel services is paramount to compete in the sector. Adopting different economic theories, the paper 

will shed a light on the most appropriate choice for each brand, discussing whether different brands should 

be developing these activities internally or externally, according to their final aim, resources, brand 

positioning and current degree of advancement of digital practices. Ultimately, the aim will be stressing the 

inevitability of an omnichannel approach. 

The table below is a representation of the impact of the omnichannel approach in terms of a number of major 

determinants. The proposed framework will allow practitioners and theorists to identify at a glance the main 

consequences of this transition. Overall, the figure below is the result of the interviews conducted and of the 

study of extant literature. Briefly, the reader can visualize that a blended approach, which will be furtherly 

developed in the following paragraphs, seems to offer the most benefits both in the short and in the long run. 

Nonetheless, the external and internal approach can provide benefits to the brand and may even prove to be 

the most appropriate choice under given circumstances. Notably, not implementing an omnichannel strategy 

will prove to be an unsuccessful strategy for any luxury brand.  

 

 



 60 

Figure 15. Graphical representation of the strategic consequences of the different approaches to omnichannel in luxury 

 

Source 15. Personal consideration 

 

5.1 EXTERNALIZING OMNICHANNEL PRACTICES 

Marketplaces have a reputation for fostering a quick, transactional connection, allowing supply and demand 

to be met in the most efficient manner possible. Despite the fact that this technique is fundamentally opposed 

to luxury retailers' marketing strategies, several brands have increasingly turned to marketplaces to keep 

their businesses afloat through store closures and supply chain disruptions. As it has been stated multiple 

times, the pandemic has accelerated the diffusion of these practices, which was already in place. 

Marketplaces are an effective way to start to sell online with a simple onboarding procedure, but are they the 

best option for luxury brands? Is it possible for businesses in this market to strike a balance between 

generating large volume sales and maintaining brand equity and consumer loyalty? Do marketplace related 

strategies imply a loss on the degree of control the brand has over its image and price point? These are some 

of the major concerns related to these platforms. In order to provide a detailed answer to these questions, an 

interview with the omnichannel strategist for one of the major marketplaces has been conducted. In order to 

fully respect the request of the respondent, nor him/her nor the company he/she works for will be explicitly 

mentioned. The platform-owner brand will be referred to as brand X from now on. 
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The business model of the company in question, and more in general of the Pure Internet Players that act as 

intermediaries between the luxury brand and the market, and the degree of expertise these firms have, 

represent an extremely valuable resource for brands which do not want to develop internally omnichannel 

practices. The first key term is indeed resources. The respondent has stressed multiple times the enhanced 

resources they share with their partners. Partners. When referring to the brand in question the term that is 

widely used is marketplace. Nonetheless, this is not how their business model works. This misconception is 

part of the problems often associated to these platforms. Being in a partnership has completely different 

implications. First and foremost, every action is discussed, shared, and conducted alongside the other party. 

Not on behalf of the brand, nor regardless of the opinion of the brand. When asked about the risk of 

incurring in loss of customer loyalty, cannibalization or decreased in-store traffic, the reply was once again 

extremely clear: “enhanced omnichannel practices do not harm the other channels of the brand, rather 

favoring a seamless functioning of the different touchpoints increases overall sales, in-store traffic, customer 

satisfaction and, in turn, customer loyalty”. The final key terms to underline are customer relationship. 

With the precious insights offered by the respondent and with the academic tools at disposal, each of the 

topics above highlighted will be further explored.  

When entering into a collaboration with one of the e-commerce giants of the industry, the brand benefits 

from the set of resources available to the former. This is the main advantage related to these partnerships. 

The purpose of the company, as stated by the respondent, has always been clear: “offering a clear, high 

quality service in terms of both sales and after sales, within a functional website”. Indeed, brand X has been 

developing these capabilities since its inception. Thus, the resources at their disposal are extremely valuable 

and hard to replicate, other than with extensive economic investments and within a medium time frame. 

Instead of developing new competencies internally, brands may leverage on the expertise of these Pure 

Internet Players whose core of operations is digitally native. In order to assess unquestionably whether the 

resources can indeed generate value for a brand, an analysis of the resources in hands of brand X and 

affiliates is thereon carried out. 

The tool that will be deployed for this study is the resource-based view (RBV). The resource-based view 

[RBV] is a strategic management tool and framework that firms and organizations use to identify and 

harness strategic resources in order to build a long-term competitive advantage for the organization. The 

RBV framework is built on assessing and selecting resources that will prove to increase an organization's 

competitiveness, as well as strategically aligning them. According to the RBV, all organizations and 

businesses have access to, possess, and control resources that enable them to develop a competitive 

advantage. In turn, a subset of these resources enables greater long-term performance. Possession and 

control of important resources may lead to a long-term, sustainable competitive advantage based on these 

resources.  Prior to determining whether these resources can generate this competitive advantage, the main 
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resources at disposal of brand X, and other brands operating within a similar business model, are listed 

below. The core capabilities that distinguish these brands are intangible resources, nonetheless they clearly 

possess some relevant tangible assets. 

• Tangible resources - Tangible resources are those that are physical in nature and that the organization 

and rivals can easily identify. Furthermore, these resources can be easily obtained from the market or 

developed over time. This covers all of the land and facilities in terms of technology, buildings, office 

supplies and maintenance. The company's infrastructural development is a vital resource for assuring high 

performance and simplicity of operations. Brand X's attitude toward technological investments is another 

key component in their success. Technological investments and resources have given the brand a 

competitive advantage over time and is a significant barrier to entry for other competitors. These include a 

software that is installed in the physical stores of the partner brands, through which the two brands manage 

the communications and handle activities such as the buy online – pick up in store. 

• Intangible Resources – Organizations own and hold intangible resources, which have no physical 

value but are nevertheless owned and possessed by them. Intangible resources are generally unique and are 

more likely to remain within the firm over time, forming the foundation of brand X's competitive advantage:  

o “Through its brand activities and offers, as well as marketing efforts, brand X provides a unique 

customer experience to its consumers. We address questions ranging from delivery times to fashion tips via 

emails, live chat, social media platforms, and phone calls from all over the world. Brand X aims to offer 

superior customer service, in order to maximize customer experience”. The respondent is aware of the 

difficulty of replicating the in-store experience, thus brand X invests heavily on the usability and 

functionality of the website - the website's buying experience is practically faultless - and on dedicated 

attention for its premium and most loyal customers. For example, a bride-to-be might get a bouquet of 

flowers right before her wedding day, a fashion advisor might send a get-well card to a sick consumer.  

o Intangible resources include all marketing content, video, and audio-video material created, 

developed, launched, and disseminated by brand X. Despite the fact that this marketing content has little 

physical value, it helps partnering firms raise brand awareness, recognition, and total brand equity. The 

company is very active on social media, with a crew dedicated to responding to queries and comments on 

Twitter and Facebook, helping develop the brand presence on social medias. Moreover, partnering with 

brand X implies accessing their customer base, gaining new potential customers, and accessing different 

markets. 

As previously stated, identifying distinctive resources is not a sufficient condition to determine competitive 

advantage. It is critical that resources identified within the brand meet the VRIO criteria in order to decide if 

they can be exploited to generate a sustainable competitive advantage in the long run. The intangible 
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resources mentioned above cannot generate competitive advantage for brands partnering with the platform in 

the long run, nonetheless they contribute to the value generation process. Although these resources are 

definitely valuable, as they generate value added for customers and partner brands, they are clearly not 

inimitable nor rare. What really allows the brand to stand out of the competition is: 

• Brand reputation  The success of the website and other digital properties can be attributed to the 

high level of exclusivity they provide to their clients by selling carefully selected, hand-picked products 

from a larger selection. The group's growth, which is primarily driven by the flagship website, is fueled by 

the fact that it caters to the preferences of a select group of people who are interested in high-end fashion and 

luxury goods. Hence, the respondent states firmly: “there is no risk in terms of brand dilution and brand 

vulgarization. Indeed, the platform itself benefits from the exclusive reputation it has and from the reputation 

of the partner brands, which in turn benefits from the platform reputation in an iterative process”. In 

addition, the brand reputation helps prevent copycat behavior. 

• Customer experience  Through the course of the paper the critical role of customer experience in 

luxury has been pointed out. Besides that, the partial impossibility of replicating in-store experience is a fact 

that brands selling online must cope with. Despite the difficulty of offering such an experience online, 

providing customers with enhanced customer experience online is required by today’s luxury customers. 

Brand X’s core capability is indeed the experience it offers, with a highly functional website, different 

purchasing and withdrawal options, easy payment methods, short waiting times and extremely high-end 

customer care in the post purchase phase. Not only it generates value for partner brands by offering such a 

quality service, but it also prevents the brand from conducting extensively these activities, allowing it to 

focus on the in-store experience. 

• Customer spectrum  Brand X is one of the largest multi-brand platforms, serving more than 180 

countries, with 9 distribution centers across the globe. Having access to such a wide customer base can prove 

to be an extremely effective way to access new markets, without being forced to invest in local distribution 

centers. In addition, brand X’s expertise in dealing with these markets favors a smooth penetration of the 

new geographic areas being targeted. 
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Figure 16. Illustration of the application of the VRIO framework to determine competitive advantage 

 
Source 16. VRIO: From Firm Resources to Competitive Advantage (BusinessToYou, 2016) 

 

Overall, entering a partnership with brand X proves to be a valid strategic option to enter the digital world 

and starting to approach omnichannel practices. This option is particularly effective in terms of economic 

resources allocated. The initial investment required to set up a seamless omnichannel experience from 

scratch could affect considerably the finances of a brand. Moreover, the company’s effort to expand its 

scope could cause a loss of focus on the other areas of operations of the enterprise in the short run. Keeping 

the core of operations on the physical part of the customer journey could provide for a better overall 

customer experience. Integrating the world class level of customer experience provided by brand X with the 

in-store experience can prove to be a winner for partner brands. Indeed, the two experiences must 

complement rather than compete with one another. Online must inspire with new technology and an 

unrestricted space of expression, but the store has a different role to perform. The true benefit of offline is 

the presence of people and items, which in the luxury business frequently has a fascinating and unexpected 

tactile aspect. On a computer screen, it's still tough to stimulate the senses, and nothing can completely 

replace an in-store experience. However, recent data suggest that 80 percent of luxury consumer journeys 

begin online and end in stores for these reasons. As a result, the internet is an ideal tool for reaching people 

who would hardly walk into a luxury store. So, allowing the multi-brand platform to manage the 

omnichannel practices of the brand, while improving the in-store experience can represent an effective 

balance. 
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To sum up the operations carried out from these Pure Internet players, the respondent has mentioned three 

pillars of their daily activities: “project management, B2B and B2C relationship management, and 

technology management”. Project management refers to all the set of actions aimed at analyzing, planning, 

and executing a given project. “The relationship management aspect may seem trivial, but it is actually the 

core of the company’s operations. Indeed, the firm has to manage and develop the relationship with their 

partner brands, providing solutions to their needs and developing an offer tailored on the brand’s peculiar 

necessities”. In addition, the company takes care of many CRM activities, as previously stated. Nonetheless, 

these set of activities is meaningless without a proper technology management. The company in question, 

and many others operating within a similar business model, generate their competitive advantage with high-

end technology. The respondent added that the brand could well be defined a tech company, as more than 

half of the employees operate within the technological department. The set of activities that belong to this 

branch of management are technology forecasting, developing, and maintenance. The brand is fully aware of 

the critical role played by tech in the flow of operations, so it is constant research of new technologies that 

could turn out to be relevant for the firm itself or for its partners. Moreover, the brand installs a software in 

the physical store of its partners. Said software is aimed at facilitating communications and data sharing with 

the platform, once again aiming to provide a seamless customer experience. Clearly, this software needs to 

be managed and developed, to sustain the competitive advantage it generates. 

Comprehensively, involving a Pure Internet Player in the deployment of omnichannel activities is 

particularly effective for smaller luxury businesses who decide to open to a wider customer base, without 

investing high liquidity in the process. On the other hand, it can be a good solution for larger brands which 

are considering going omnichannel to feel the market before fully embracing omnichannel practices. In the 

following paragraphs, the perspective of a brand which shall manage internally the transition towards 

omnichannel will be taken into consideration. 

 

5.2 DEVELOPING AN OMNICHANNEL STRATEGY INTERNALLY 

In order to evaluate the steps to be taken and the degree of effort that developing an omnichannel strategy 

internally would entail, a business model (BM) approach will be adopted. When analyzing organizational 

difficulties related to internal transitions, previous researchers from many industries have underlined the 

explanatory power of a BM. Similarly, it is opinion of who writes that a BM perspective can bring valuable 

insights into new omnichannel retailing management operations. Diverse contributions, on the other hand, 

have resulted in a diversity of concepts and definitions about what a BM is and is not. In a recent literature 

analysis, Foss and Saebi (2017) found that most authors agree with Teece's (2010) definition of BM, which 

is described as a firm's "architecture of value creation, delivery, and capture mechanisms". For the purpose 

of this paper this definition will be adopted, acknowledging that this architecture extends beyond a 
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company's walls and allows it to interact with its environment (Zott & Amit, 2010). This is critical since 

channel integration and the transition to omnichannel retailing strategies occurred as a result of changes in 

the environment brought on by digitalization. Having a BM standpoint allows to better comprehend the 

necessary transition that companies would have to face in order to generate value in an omnichannel context. 

In addition, an interview with the omnichannel adoption & relations manager for an Italian luxury brand 

which has heavily modified its BM to implement omnichannel activities, has been conducted. The two tools 

will be integrated to deliver a comprehensive illustration of the consequences of the implementation of an 

internal omnichannel approach. 

Furthermore, Sorescu et al. (2011) suggested that retail BM is influenced by both what and how things are 

offered, as well as the fact that in retailing, a direct encounter with the end client happens. That said, it's 

important to consider not only the product itself, but also how it's packaged and delivered to customers. 

Sorescu et al. (2011) offered various design ideas for business model innovations (BMI), which have been 

described as novel approaches to create or appropriate value. However, Cao (2014) has highlighted value 

delivery systems and value propositions, arguing that these two additional key lenses for studying different 

aspects of BMI should be included in BMI talks. Hence, the usage of a BM perspective is adopted in terms 

of innovation or re-inventing current BMs, by providing new value propositions and building unique value-

creation and value-capturing (Teece, 2010). Furthermore, in order to integrate the mobile and digital channel 

with other available channels as part of an omnichannel strategy, retailers will need to remix, substitute, 

and/or eliminate aspects of previous BM design elements, and only by doing so, they will be able to achieve 

a long-term competitive advantage. A BM perspective assists in reconciling a traditional supply-side view of 

the firm with a developing demand-side approach, putting the customer and customer value at the center of 

the company's activities and attention. 

Retail channels and their importance in customer experience have not only been discussed in the marketing 

literature, but they also make up a significant portion of the BM literature (Schön, 2012) (Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2010). Furthermore, in Osterwalder and Pigneur's (2010) Canvas BM, retail channels are one of the 

nine building blocks of the BM canvas itself. The remaining eight building blocks are: value propositions, 

customer relationships, customer segments, key activities, key resources, key partners, cost structures and 

revenue streams. 

Because of the various external components of digitalization, the BM canvas framework is subject to change 

and innovation, rather than being a static model of nine pieces (Schneider & Spieth, 2013). It can be used to 

explain how to migrate to omnichannel strategies by changing and innovating activities, processes, and 

organizational structures (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 
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BMI operations in each of the three dimensions of omnichannel commerce, namely a smooth customer 

experience, an integrated analytics system, and an effective supply chain and logistics, are all taken into 

account in this study.  

 

Seamless customer experience. The construction of a seamless customer experience has become a major part 

of omnichannel retailing in order to react to changing customer behavior. Enterprises’ usage of consumer 

data across channels, will allow customers to have flexible and customized shipping options, empowering a 

seamless customer experience. One crucial aspect in this dimension is technology, which may be used to 

ensure smooth and uniform customer experiences across channels (Cook, 2014). To improve customer 

experiences, businesses should embrace technological developments in the omnichannel environment and 

deploy information-enhancing technology in physical stores (Taylor, 2016). The topic of customer 

experience has been extensively dealt with during the interview. The respondent stressed the importance of 

an omnichannel approach, mentioning additional services that should be offered, while granting coherence 

with the brand image and brand values. “…we must be able to offer an increasingly seamless experience by 

giving the possibility for the customer to purchase at any touch point (store, CS, online, social 

etc.) receive the product where it is most convenient (home delivery, click & collect in store) but 

also being able to return or exchange in store or online. Everything we do is really designed to create an 

experience in line with the where customers can feel the attention to their needs and remove any friction in 

the shopping experience friction in the shopping experience”. During the course of the paper the partial 

impossibility of replicating the in-store experience online has been introduced. The respondent agrees on this 

unattainability, stressing once more the enhanced role played by storytelling and usability: “We always try to 

create an experience very similar to the one in the store by offering customers a wide choice of products 

communicated with an adequate storytelling that can help them in the storytelling that can help them in the 

product discovery and a Digital Client Advisor service. In addition, we have a wide choice of online services 

such as hot stamping, engraving, special online packaging, free express shipping, different mobile payment 

methods and online return”. 

 

Integrated analytics system. The second dimension is about analyzing and exploiting customer data from one 

channel for usage in another. Data from several touchpoints must be combined and reflected in a shared 

knowledge of the client. Kumar et al. (2017) also demonstrated that using data-driven business insights 

across channels can lead to profit. “The investment is not to be underestimated, but as the word itself says, it 

is an investment that is part of a business Digital Transformation. A typical customer may start the journey 

in the buying process with the smartphone on the couch at home looking for information, then asks for 

advice and insights with a call to Customer Service and probably passes by the store to complete the 

experience and the purchase… Surely multiplying the touchpoints offers more chances to convert 
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interactions into sales, moreover omnichannel customers tend to spend twice as much, on average, as an 

online-only or in-store-only customer”, the respondent adds. 

 

Effective supply chain and logistics. Kozlenkova et al. (2015) advocate the building of the third dimension, 

stating that components of diverse supply chain management tasks should be coordinated and integrated 

across channels, not only for the advantage of retailers but also to create new value for the end customer. 

They also emphasized the importance of reverse logistics, particularly in terms of determining the best 

channel for returns and the ramifications for all supply chain members. Return management has been proven 

to contribute to very complicated logistics dynamics (Ghezzi & Mangiaracina, 2012). Despite the initial 

difficulties faced by brands in the expansion and degree of integration of their supply chain, the respondent 

urges that in latter stages the omnichannel approach provides additional benefits. “…I think omnichannel 

helps logistics more than creating complexity after the first phases. As an example in this direction, I could 

mention the "endless aisle" process which allows customers who go to the store to also purchase products 

that are not are physically present in the store. Previously in this case the Client Advisor had to do 

an Intrashop in order to have the product arrive from another store and then wait for the return days later to 

complete the purchase”. Finally, supply chain reorganization appears to be an unavoidable part of the shift to 

omnichannel management, which will not be achievable without retailer organizational flexibility (Jocevski 

& Arvidsson, 2019).  

 

Moreover, during the whole interview, the respondent has underlined that the most critical transition has 

been related to the human resources of the brand. “The main challenge was the change in mindset of 

colleagues who initially saw e-commerce and omnichannel as a channel that would impact store sales 

negatively. Instead, when they realized that it would actually bring more value, more customers and more 

revenue, it was easier to convince them that it is the way”. Human capital is one of the key resources of any 

luxury brand, thus taking into consideration the perspective of the former is necessary.  

 

When asked about the developing role of the store, the respondent suggested that the relevance of the 

physical retail in luxury will not be downsized. “The store becomes the hub of all omnichannel activities. 

Omnichannel does not mean eliminating the importance of the store, but rather elevating it. The digital 

world usually works on a type of "new" customers and builds brand awareness for this reason there is no 

cannibalization of sales between the digital and physical components of the brand. On the contrary, the 95% 

of customers are new to the brand”. Thus, from a BM perspective, the brand will only have to adjust the 

degree of integration of its physical assets, with the only real adjustment being in-store technology.  

Given that the customers that interact with the brand via the digital channel are mainly new customers, the 

question of brand dilution became more and more apparent. Nonetheless, the respondent stated that there is 

no risk of brand vulgarization. “Absolutely not, enlarging the customer base means reaching many more 
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people interested in the brand, but with the same pricing policy we can't talk about a dilution, rather we refer 

to a greater awareness”.  

 

In the paragraphs above, a paradigm that highlights the three elements that define successful retail channel 

coordination and integration, allowing for the transition to omnichannel commerce, has been provided. On 

the whole, the primary required modifications in BM design elements have been highlighted. New value 

propositions and value delivery models are emblematic of these shifts. The former is evident in the use of 

technology to improve the customer experience, while the latter is represented by partnerships within the 

value network. Furthermore, with the contribution of the respondent and taking advantage of extant 

literature, the relevant BM elements that have been restructured for an omnichannel strategy for each 

dimension: 

 a value proposition aspect should be updated, and activities surrounding customer relationship 

management should be rethought for a smooth customer experience. The emphasis for luxury firms 

should be on improving the digital experience by enabling product scanning in physical stores, 

membership schemes, and various mobile payment alternatives.  

 new knowledge creation activities that drive business should be investigated in order to establish an 

integrated analytics system. In this case, data collected on users' technological devices could be vital 

in reshaping particular BM aspects.  

 Finally, expanding collaborations in value networks and activities connected to demand and delivery 

fulfillment should be considered for an effective supply chain and logistics. In addition, it is critical 

to emphasize that organizational structure must be changed for a company's strategy to be matched 

with omnichannel management. To enable omnichannel management, new activities, networks, and 

information systems must be built (Jocevski & Arvidsson, 2019). 

 

Figure 17. BMI activities required to implement a transition towards omnichannel retail 

 

Source 17. Transitions towards omni-channel retailing strategies: a business model perspective (Jocevski & Arvidsson, 2019) 
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5.3 A BLENDED APPROACH 

Thus, the activities entailed in the transition towards an omnichannel approach are numerous, time-

consuming, and extremely resource-consuming. Nonetheless, managing the conversion to such an approach 

now, may require smaller future investments to adapt to market changes and enhanced customer satisfaction 

in terms of personalization and individualized customer service. On the other hand, leveraging exclusively 

on third parties, such as YNAP or Farfetch, may prove to be efficient in the short run, but in the long run it 

will not provide sustainable competitive advantage.  

In order to pose an end to this conundrum, two additional interviews have been conducted. The managers in 

question are employed by two major Italian luxury brands, one of which belongs to the hard luxury segment 

and the other one may be considered more of an aspirational brand. Once more, both the companies and the 

respondents have requested not to be mentioned. In any case, their contribution has provided some useful 

insights on the more appropriate path to follow. The approach taken into consideration thereafter is a 

blended approach, merging the benefits provided by the expertise of the Pure Internet Players in the industry 

with the benefits provided by a more dedicated focus on the development of a seamless customer experience 

from the luxury brand. In the long run, the company is expected to have developed sufficient competencies 

in the management of omnichannel practices to gradually internalize more of these activities. 

Up until now the role of omnichannel practices in terms of retail has been heavily taken into consideration. 

In addition to this role, omnichannel refers to the capacity of the brand to create a connection with their 

customers that goes beyond the single purchase. The customer journey in the digital world is an iterative 

circle, thus any brand has to be able to communicate their values via different touchpoints. To this extent, 

many additional activities relate to omnichannel practices.  

One of the respondents has highlighted two different perspectives of omnichannel activities: 

1. Retail 

2. Customer experience 

What it implies is that luxury brands need to invest on omnichannel to develop the relationship with their 

customers, which, as stated in the initial chapters, is one of the pillars of a successful luxury brand. Hence, 

approaching omnichannel activities starting from the experiential component of this strategy, really aiming 

to offer a seamless customer experience, while taking the necessary time required to adapt the retail channels 

to the advancement in terms of technology and industrial organization implied by this solution, appears to be 

the most efficient unfolding. 

The respondents explained that with the help of a Pure Internet Player they started developing their own 

online flagship store, while also opening to the possibility of selling via multi-brand platforms. “This will 
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allow the brands in question to familiarize with the technology required in-store and with the increased 

complexity of retail management …  Indeed, they will be able to fully exploit the core competencies of these 

players”, which include tech management and retail management, among the others previously mentioned. 

In addition to that, the brand will start gathering customer data and will gain awareness among the online 

customers. In such a way, if and when the brand will decide to manage its operations fully internally it will 

have a solid groundwork to build upon. 

So, if the integration of the different channels is managed alongside a partner, the brand can enhance the 

experience it offers to its clients. To this extent, the contribution of one of the two respondents has been 

absolutely critical, as he/she is in charge of the digital customer experience in a top performing luxury brand. 

The experience that is being referred to does not only imply the activities related to the purchase process or 

after sales phase. These activities, in the framework being hereon proposed, would be managed in 

conjunction with the Pure Internet Player the brand cooperates with. Rather, the operations involve the brand 

as an identity - the message it delivers, the values it advocates - which is substantially the driver of sales in 

this industry.  

On one hand, the number of touchpoints with the clients are so many that the brand itself has several 

occasions to raise brand awareness. “On the other hand, the multitude of interactions with customers, being 

potential customers or actual clients, need to be carefully managed. In fact, the brand has to be consistent 

with the messages it sends across channels”. Both respondents stressed the importance of being true to the 

customers and to the brand in its essence. Concretely, competition nowadays is played on different layers. 

Topics such as sustainability and inclusivity for instance are extremely delicate subjects that heavily 

influence the choice of a brand over another one. “Claiming to be a sustainable enterprise and not being 

consistent will have tremendous turnarounds on the brand image, and thus on sales”. Furthermore, many 

firms in the industry have been previously accused of greenwashing, thus the public opinion is extremely 

attentive on how said firms implement these processes.  

Such activities entail commercial opportunities as well as considerable benefits in terms of reputation and 

awareness. For instance, the secondhand market in luxury, and more specifically in hard luxury, is a growing 

market as a result of the increased concerns of the sustainability of luxury items of younger customers.  The 

surge of this section of the market is the result of different factors, which include digitalization and the 

economic crisis, other than the sustainability matter. The secondhand market in luxury is a perfect example 

of the opportunities deriving from an omnichannel approach. Indeed, this market is primarily characterized 

by online sales, with a delicate role being played by social media and influencers. This additional channel 

makes heritage storytelling even more significant.  

Summing up, implementing an omnichannel approach offers a number of opportunities, as well as many 

threats. The blended approach suggested above limits the initial economic investment, while allowing the 
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brand to adapt to the activities entailed in an omnichannel strategy. Moreover, the brand will be able to focus 

on the brand image it conveys on the different channels. The threats associated to the increased number of 

touchpoints are clearly outnumbered by the opportunities they offer, but still, they require careful 

management. This is the reason why brands should focus first on this aspect, mastering the holistic brand 

image and delivering the appropriate brand values through the different channels, being consistent to their 

history and their heritage.  
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6. CONCLUSIONS  

 

Whether brands are ready or not, digital is advancing quickly and powerfully. It enables the development of 

new products and services. It allows for the creation of individualized offers and the provision of bespoke 

services to a larger number of customers. Its distribution methods level the playing field for premium brands, 

allowing them to enter previously untapped areas and communicate with clients in markets where they may 

not have physical facilities. In their capacity to reach and retain such clients, digital can make a significant 

impact. Consumers expect speedy e-commerce, engaging and exciting social media engagements, and various 

channels through which to interact with businesses; luxury products and services are now searched, sampled, 

and purchased in many different ways than they were previously. 

 

Digital, on the other hand, is a harsh new reality for many luxury brands. They have no control over the 

pervasiveness of information or the immediate price comparisons that it allows. They must deal with the new 

conflict that has arisen between their traditional world of exclusivity and the web world of open access for all. 

Furthermore, marketers cannot postpone the shift toward more virtualized interactions with customers; while 

customers will always want to interact physically with luxury goods, virtual experiences are seen as a way to 

get more rapid satisfaction. 

 

In addition, technology is altering the luxury industry's shape and composition. It has already given birth to 

new goods, business models, and distribution channels. Moves like these, as well as a slew of creative digital 

initiatives from the wider world of consumer products and retail businesses with which customers interact on 

a daily basis, are fast raising consumer expectations. Consumer buying decisions are influenced by variables 

such as near-instant feedback, the ability to order quickly and simply online, and the quest for faster and faster 

delivery. 

 

Luxury customers have particularly high expectations, and firms that do not keep up with what they want now 

will swiftly lose market share. Gone are the days when luxury was defined solely by traditional marketing and 

in-person contact in stores. Not only does the luxury sector now involve e-commerce and social media, but it 

also necessitates far deeper integration across a brand's once-separate departments by executive teams. The 

graph below shows the convergence towards an omnichannel approach in luxury. 
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Figure 18. The path towards omnichannel in the luxury industry 

 

Source 18. BCG Analysis 

 

Look no further than the demographics to see how urgently luxury brands must shift their focus to digital. 

Millennials are slowly growing into a massive consumer group, accounting for more than 2.3 billion people, 

roughly 32 percent of the world's population. Since millennials and other young consumers will be the buyers 

of luxury products in the future, it's critical to keep track on their thoughts and behaviors. 

However, younger customers aren't the only ones pushing premium firms to go digital. In comparison to 

millennials, 75 percent of baby boomers and older individuals who buy luxury products feel they are ready for 

omnichannel interactions. BCG discovered that older generations are the heaviest online purchasers for luxury 

products and services in various regions, including Japan and Russia. In fact, digitalization today affects every 

type of customer. Over 40% of consumers want to be able to have two-way interactions with companies, at 

the very least exchanging feedback and thoughts and, if necessary, speaking with online service customer 

support and receiving immediate answers to their problems. 

 

Overall, adopting an omnichannel strategy is a necessary strategic decision for luxury brands. It will allow 

brands to interact with an increased customer base, raising awareness and increasing sales. The move is 

required both from a customer experience perspective, with clients expecting personalized, yet deep and quick 

customer service, and from a retail point of view, as adopting an omnichannel strategy opens up new markets, 

among other benefits that have been deeply listed through the course of the paper. 
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The aim of this dissertation was to fill a gap in the extant literature regarding omnichannel in luxury. Indeed, 

although the topic is extremely current, also due to the pandemic that has accelerated the tendency towards 

omnichannel in the industry, the subject has not been treated extensively yet. Specifically, extant literature 

does not deep dive in the topic of customer experience in correlation to this strategic approach. Furthermore, 

the purpose of the paper is also to outline the alternative paths that brands can undertake in the transition 

towards omnichannel, in case this shift has not occurred yet. The development of this framework has been 

performed with the precious contribution of a number of practitioners and with the use of a number of 

economic and managerial theories.  

 

Future research on the subject will certainly benefit from the increased degree of diffusion of the omnichannel 

approach. The role of technology in this strategy is currently at a preliminary stage, nonetheless in-store 

technology is a part of this revolution, and it will require further examination once implemented. 

Comprehensively, the dissertation fills a gap in the literature of the subject. Despite that, omnichannel in the 

luxury industry is still evolving, customer expectations are in constant upsurge, and new customers are now 

turning to the industry for the first time. As the strategy will become more widespread, the literature may 

benefit from additional contribution of practitioners, who may be less reluctant to share strategic choices that 

now represent a source of competitive advantage, but which will be common practice in a few years from now. 

 

It is opinion of who writes that the adoption of omnichannel for luxury brands is absolutely paramount. Despite 

the urgency of this transition, the personal viewpoint of the author is that the transition should be conducted 

gradually. Hence, partnering with a Pure Internet Player for the management of retail channels and of the 

technology required while focusing on developing the brands’ core competencies beyond the traditional 

boundaries of the physical store. This will allow the brand to improve its overall digital performance, in terms 

of customer experience and services offered, while leveraging on the brand’s in-store experience. The 

transition will be conducted over a diluted time frame: in the short run the brand will be taking advantage of 

the core competencies of a Pure Internet Player, adapting to the new technologies required and learning the 

best practices of these top performing platforms; in the long run the brand will have mastered omnichannel 

practices, it will have also gained increased brand awareness thanks to the customer spectrum of the platform, 

allowing it to internalize the practices. Consequently, the economic investment that the firm will have to 

sustain will bear less risks, as the brand should be fully aware of the implications of an omnichannel approach, 

which include some threats among the numerous benefits, which have both been mentioned in the previous 

chapters.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

The preliminary aim of this paper has been determining the feasibility of an omnichannel approach in the 

luxury industry, with a specific focus on the implications that this strategic choice has on enterprises operating 

in the industry and with a dedicated focus on the topic of customer experience. The purpose of this dissertation 

has also been to outline the new part that physical stores will play, suggesting that under no circumstances 

they should be abandoned, rather recommending a thorough integration with digital and the other channels of 

the company.  

 

The topic of customer experience has been dealt with several times through the course of the paper. Indeed, it 

is opinion of who writes that the customer centricity that comes with an omnichannel approach is mere theory 

if it is not properly accompanied by a thorough study of customer experience in the industry and within an 

omnichannel context. In fact, although the core of this approach is represented by channel integration, which 

generates value for both the brand and its customers via an increasingly tailored offering, among other factors, 

the customer really needs to be at the center of any activity implemented by the firm for omnichannel to 

generate sustained value. The concept of customer experience goes beyond its natural boundaries when 

implementing an omnichannel approach. As a matter of fact, the touchpoints with the customer increase 

tremendously, thus any activity related to the customer relationship management should be rethought. Luxury 

brands will still leverage on the striking treatment they offer in their physical stores to encourage in-store 

traffic and additional sales. Despite this conduct is necessary, it will no longer be sufficient. In an omnichannel 

context, luxury brands will have to deal with the digital world which cannot convey the same emotions that 

characterize their flagship stores.  

 

Prior to the advent of e-commerce, thus before of the diffusion of the multichannel approach and even further 

of the omnichannel approach, the luxury industry was heavily characterized by a single channel approach. It 

implies that there was essentially one major touchpoint with the client, that took place within the physical 

store. Nonetheless, several market analyses highlighting the growth of luxury on a worldwide scale, draw their 

attention to the issue of online sales, that are increasingly taking over. For retail, the most important challenge 

will be to find the perfect synergy between online and offline channels. The priority for retailers today is to 

integrate the physical and digital channels for a complete shopping experience, building an omnichannel 

strategy. The omnichannel approach is quickly becoming a minimum requirement for customers: on average 

3 out of 4 consumers expect a brand to be reachable through different channels, in China this rate goes up to 

9 out of 10 (Altagamma & Boston Consulting Group, 2018). In spite of this data, the luxury industry has been 

for a long time a florid industry adopting a single channel approach. 

 

The current market is dominated by the figure of the client, who is not satisfied anymore with the mere 

purchase of a product or a service, rather customers demand to live a deep, interactive experience with the 
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brand. The emergence of digital technologies, mobile and social media specifically, has accelerated the transfer 

of the decision-making power from the firm to the client, who becomes the real protagonist of the purchasing 

experience (KPMG, 2019). Although it may not appear to be a radically different scenario with respect to what 

used to be the firm-customer relationship, the difference is actually groundbreaking. Prior to this era, 

customers adapted their demand, and their expectations, to the offer of the companies. Conversely, today the 

companies have to make an additional effort to build a relationship with the customer. Due to this shift of 

focus, the current age is often referred to as the age of the customer, or the age of experience, signaling an 

evident breakpoint with the previous eras, characterized by the product, in the first place, and by services in 

later stages. 

 

In order to perform a comprehensive analysis of the impact of the adoption of omnichannel retail in luxury, 

the first part of this study has been dedicated to the first stages of the industry. An overall measure of the 

dynamics that regulate the industry has been provided, highlighting the differences with traditional mass-

market industries. In particular, the customer decision journey does not follow a rational path, rather 

sociological and psychological factors drive purchases. Throughout this chapter, implications of the peculiarity 

of the industry have been analyzed also from a business management point of view. Particular emphasis has 

been dedicated once more to the topic of customer experience, with reference to the role the physical store has 

traditionally played in the engagement of customers.  

 

The successive section has been dedicated to the disruptive impact brought about by e-commerce, specifically 

the paper aimed to shed a light on the implications of a multichannel, rather than single channel, approach. 

The luxury industry has been withstanding the advent of e-commerce for years, although during the last 

decade, and even more so due to the current pandemic, it has started to turn consistently to digital channels to 

reach its customers. In addition, the role of intermediaries in the diffusion of e-commerce has been studied in 

depth, observing the different approaches that two of the biggest players of the industry have displayed: YNAP 

and Farfetch. Further, an analysis of the impact of COVID-19 on online sales in the luxury industry was 

provided. Beyond the product categories, the analysis entered into the repatriation of consumption in China, 

which is doubtlessly enjoying an outstandingly increased demand due to the travel restrictions.  

 

The last section of the paper included the core of the research. After having illustrated the concept of 

omnichannel, with an accurate distinction between the former and the multichannel approach, the main drivers 

of the diffusion of omnichannel have been taken into consideration. Subsequently, the topic was furtherly 

developed taking advantage of the precious contribution offered by some practitioners operating in the sector, 

who agreed to be interviewed, but asked to remain anonymous. The research aims to provide clear attestation 

of the absolute need of the adoption of an omnichannel approach. Having stated unconditionally that the step 

should be taken in that direction, the paper has provided instructions on how to conduct this transition. In 



 81 

particular, the role played in this transition by the so-called Pure Internet Players, such as the above mentioned 

Farfetch and YNAP, was developed. Should brands internalize omnichannel activities or are they better off 

partnering with one of these platforms? In which cases it would be more appropriate to externalize these 

practices? These topics have been tackled both from a strategic perspective and from a customer experience 

point of view. Merging the evidence brought about by the interviews with the theoretical groundwork and a 

series of economic theories, the paper aims to contribute to the academic discussion with an accurate 

suggestion for the implementation of omnichannel retail in the luxury industry. 

Given that the development of the digital channel even in luxury markets is a strategic path already initiated 

by the main players and that positive business models have been created both by luxury brands and by 

independent players who perform only the function of distribution such as Pure Internet Players, the current 

frontier consists in identifying the paths of integration between physical channels and digital channels of 

distribution and communication. 

The table below is a representation of the impact of the omnichannel approach in terms of a number of major 

determinants. The proposed framework will allow practitioners and theorists to identify at a glance the main 

consequences of this transition. Overall, the figure below is the result of the interviews conducted and of the 

study of extant literature. Briefly, the reader can visualize that a blended approach, which will be furtherly 

developed in the following paragraphs, seems to offer the most benefits both in the short and in the long run. 

Nonetheless, the external and internal approach can provide benefits to the brand and may even prove to be 

the most appropriate choice under given circumstances. Notably, not implementing an omnichannel strategy 

will prove to be an unsuccessful strategy for any luxury brand. 
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The first solution that has been taken into consideration in the transition towards omnichannel is the 

externalization of omnichannel practices. Marketplaces are an effective way to start to sell online with a 

simple onboarding procedure, but are they the best option for luxury brands? Is it possible for businesses in 

this market to strike a balance between generating large volume sales and maintaining brand equity and 

consumer loyalty? Do marketplace related strategies imply a loss on the degree of control the brand has over 

its image and price point? These are some of the major concerns related to these platforms. In order to 

provide a detailed answer to these questions, an interview with the omnichannel strategist for one of the 

major marketplaces has been conducted. In order to fully respect the request of the respondent, nor him/her 

nor the company he/she works for have been/will be explicitly mentioned. The platform-owner brand is 

referred to as brand X through the course of the whole paper. 

The business model of the company in question, and more in general of the Pure Internet Players that act as 

intermediaries between the luxury brand and the market, and the degree of expertise these firms have, 

represent an extremely valuable resource for brands which do not want to develop internally omnichannel 

practices. The first key term is indeed resources. The respondent has stressed multiple times the enhanced 

resources they share with their partners. Partners. When referring to the brand in question the term that is 

widely used is marketplace. Nonetheless, this is not how their business model works. This misconception is 

part of the problems often associated to these platforms. Being in a partnership has completely different 

implications. First and foremost, every action is discussed, shared, and conducted alongside the other party. 

Not on behalf of the brand, nor regardless of the opinion of the brand. When asked about the risk of 
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incurring in loss of customer loyalty, cannibalization or decreased in-store traffic, the reply was once again 

extremely clear: “enhanced omnichannel practices do not harm the other channels of the brand, rather 

favoring a seamless functioning of the different touchpoints increases overall sales, in-store traffic, customer 

satisfaction and, in turn, customer loyalty”. The final key terms to underline are customer relationship. 

When entering into a collaboration with one of the e-commerce giants of the industry, the brand benefits 

from the set of resources available to the former. This is the main advantage related to these partnerships. 

The purpose of the company, as stated by the respondent, has always been clear: “offering a clear, high 

quality service in terms of both sales and after sales, within a functional website”. Indeed, brand X has been 

developing these capabilities since its inception. Thus, the resources at their disposal are extremely valuable 

and hard to replicate, other than with extensive economic investments and within a medium time frame. 

Instead of developing new competencies internally, brands may leverage on the expertise of these Pure 

Internet Players whose core of operations is digitally native. In order to assess unquestionably whether the 

resources can indeed generate value for a brand, an analysis of the resources in hands of brand X and 

affiliates is thereon carried out. 

The tool that has been deployed for this study is the resource-based view (RBV). The resource-based view 

[RBV] is a strategic management tool and framework that firms and organizations use to identify and 

harness strategic resources in order to build a long-term competitive advantage for the organization. Prior to 

determining whether these resources can generate this competitive advantage, the main resources at disposal 

of brand X, and other brands operating within a similar business model, are listed below. The core 

capabilities that distinguish these brands are intangible resources, nonetheless they clearly possess some 

relevant tangible assets. 

• Tangible resources - Tangible resources are those that are physical in nature and that the organization 

and rivals can easily identify. The company's infrastructural development is a vital resource for assuring high 

performance and simplicity of operations. Brand X's attitude toward technological investments is another 

key component in their success. Technological investments and resources have given the brand a 

competitive advantage over time and is a significant barrier to entry for other competitors. These include a 

software that is installed in the physical stores of the partner brands, through which the two brands manage 

the communications and handle activities such as the buy online – pick up in store. 

• Intangible Resources – Organizations own and hold intangible resources, which have no physical 

value but are nevertheless owned and possessed by them. Intangible resources are generally unique and are 

more likely to remain within the firm over time, forming the foundation of brand X's competitive advantage:  

o “Through its brand activities and offers, as well as marketing efforts, brand X provides a unique 

customer experience to its consumers. We address questions ranging from delivery times to fashion tips via 
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emails, live chat, social media platforms, and phone calls from all over the world. Brand X aims to offer 

superior customer service, in order to maximize customer experience”. The respondent is aware of the 

difficulty of replicating the in-store experience, thus brand X invests heavily on the usability and 

functionality of the website - the website's buying experience is practically faultless - and on dedicated 

attention for its premium and most loyal customers.  

o Intangible resources include all marketing content, video, and audio-video material created, 

developed, launched, and disseminated by brand X. Despite the fact that this marketing content has little 

physical value, it helps partnering firms raise brand awareness, recognition, and total brand equity. The 

company is very active on social media, with a crew dedicated to responding to queries and comments on 

Twitter and Facebook, helping develop the brand presence on social medias. Moreover, partnering with 

brand X implies accessing their customer base, gaining new potential customers, and accessing different 

markets. 

As previously stated, identifying distinctive resources is not a sufficient condition to determine competitive 

advantage. It is critical that resources identified within the brand meet the VRIO criteria in order to decide if 

they can be exploited to generate a sustainable competitive advantage in the long run. The intangible 

resources mentioned above cannot generate competitive advantage for brands partnering with the platform in 

the long run, nonetheless they contribute to the value generation process. Although these resources are 

definitely valuable, as they generate value added for customers and partner brands, they are clearly not 

inimitable nor rare. What really allows the brand to stand out of the competition is: 

• Brand reputation  The success of the website and other digital properties can be attributed to the 

high level of exclusivity they provide to their clients by selling carefully selected, hand-picked products 

from a larger selection. The group's growth is fueled by the fact that it caters to the preferences of a select 

group of people who are interested in high-end fashion and luxury goods. Hence, the respondent states 

firmly: “there is no risk in terms of brand dilution and brand vulgarization. Indeed, the platform itself 

benefits from the exclusive reputation it has and from the reputation of the partner brands, which in turn 

benefits from the platform reputation in an iterative process”. In addition, the brand reputation helps prevent 

copycat behavior. 

• Customer experience  The partial impossibility of replicating in-store experience is a fact that 

brands selling online must cope with. Despite the difficulty of offering such an experience online, providing 

customers with enhanced customer experience online is required by today’s luxury customers. Brand X’s 

core capability is indeed the experience it offers, with a highly functional website, different purchasing and 

withdrawal options, easy payment methods, short waiting times and extremely high-end customer care in the 

post purchase phase. Not only it generates value for partner brands by offering such a quality service, but it 
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also prevents the brand from conducting extensively these activities, allowing it to focus on the in-store 

experience. 

• Customer spectrum  Brand X is one of the largest multi-brand platforms, serving more than 180 

countries, with 9 distribution centers across the globe. Having access to such a wide customer base can prove 

to be an extremely effective way to access new markets, without being forced to invest in local distribution 

centers. In addition, brand X’s expertise in dealing with these markets favors a smooth penetration of the 

new geographic areas being targeted. 

Overall, entering a partnership with brand X proves to be a valid strategic option to enter the digital world 

and starting to approach omnichannel practices. This option is particularly effective in terms of economic 

resources allocated. The initial investment required to set up a seamless omnichannel experience from 

scratch could affect considerably the finances of a brand. Moreover, the company’s effort to expand its 

scope could cause a loss of focus on the other areas of operations of the enterprise in the short run. Keeping 

the core of operations on the physical part of the customer journey could provide for a better overall 

customer experience. Integrating the world class level of customer experience provided by brand X with the 

in-store experience can prove to be a winner for partner brands. Indeed, the two experiences must 

complement rather than compete with one another.  

To sum up the operations carried out from these Pure Internet players, the respondent has mentioned three 

pillars of their daily activities: “project management, B2B and B2C relationship management, and 

technology management”. Project management refers to all the set of actions aimed at analyzing, planning, 

and executing a given project. “The relationship management aspect may seem trivial, but it is actually the 

core of the company’s operations. Indeed, the firm has to manage and develop the relationship with their 

partner brands, providing solutions to their needs and developing an offer tailored on the brand’s peculiar 

necessities”. In addition, the company takes care of many CRM activities, as previously stated. Nonetheless, 

these set of activities is meaningless without a proper technology management. The company in question, 

and many others operating within a similar business model, generate their competitive advantage with high-

end technology. The respondent added that the brand could well be defined a tech company, as more than 

half of the employees operate within the technological department. The set of activities that belong to this 

branch of management are technology forecasting, developing, and maintenance. The brand is fully aware of 

the critical role played by tech in the flow of operations, so it is constant research of new technologies that 

could turn out to be relevant for the firm itself or for its partners. Moreover, the brand installs a software in 

the physical store of its partners. Said software is aimed at facilitating communications and data sharing with 

the platform, once again aiming to provide a seamless customer experience. Clearly, this software needs to 

be managed and developed, to sustain the competitive advantage it generates. 
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Comprehensively, involving a Pure Internet Player in the deployment of omnichannel activities is 

particularly effective for smaller luxury businesses who decide to open to a wider customer base, without 

investing high liquidity in the process. On the other hand, it can be a good solution for larger brands which 

are considering going omnichannel to feel the market before fully embracing omnichannel practices. In the 

following paragraphs, the perspective of a brand which shall manage internally the transition towards 

omnichannel will be taken into consideration. 

The second option at disposal of luxury brands which are yet to adopt an omnichannel approach is the 

development of said activities internally. In order to evaluate the steps to be taken and the degree of effort 

that developing an omnichannel strategy internally would entail, a business model (BM) approach will be 

adopted. When analyzing organizational difficulties related to internal transitions, previous researchers from 

many industries have underlined the explanatory power of a BM. Similarly, it is opinion of who writes that a 

BM perspective can bring valuable insights into new omnichannel retailing management operations. Diverse 

contributions, on the other hand, have resulted in a diversity of concepts and definitions about what a BM is 

and is not. In a recent literature analysis, Foss and Saebi (2017) found that most authors agree with Teece's 

(2010) definition of BM, which is described as a firm's "architecture of value creation, delivery, and capture 

mechanisms". For the purpose of this paper this definition has been adopted, acknowledging that this 

architecture extends beyond a company's walls and allows it to interact with its environment (Zott & Amit, 

2010). This is critical since channel integration and the transition to omnichannel retailing strategies 

occurred as a result of changes in the environment brought on by digitalization. Having a BM standpoint 

allows to better comprehend the necessary transition that companies would have to face in order to generate 

value in an omnichannel context. In addition, an interview with the omnichannel adoption & relations 

manager for an Italian luxury brand which has heavily modified its BM to implement omnichannel activities, 

has been conducted. The two tools have been integrated to deliver a comprehensive illustration of the 

consequences of the implementation of an internal omnichannel approach. A BM perspective assists in 

reconciling a traditional supply-side view of the firm with a developing demand-side approach, putting the 

customer and customer value at the center of the company's activities and attention. 

Retail channels and their importance in customer experience have not only been discussed in the marketing 

literature, but they also make up a significant portion of the BM literature (Schön, 2012) (Osterwalder & 

Pigneur, 2010). Furthermore, in Osterwalder and Pigneur's (2010) Canvas BM, retail channels are one of the 

nine building blocks of the BM canvas itself. The remaining eight building blocks are: value propositions, 

customer relationships, customer segments, key activities, key resources, key partners, cost structures and 

revenue streams. 

Because of the various external components of digitalization, the BM canvas framework is subject to change 

and innovation, rather than being a static model of nine pieces (Schneider & Spieth, 2013). It can be used to 
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explain how to migrate to omnichannel strategies by changing and innovating activities, processes, and 

organizational structures (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

 

BMI operations in each of the three dimensions of omnichannel commerce, namely a smooth customer 

experience, an integrated analytics system, and an effective supply chain and logistics, are all taken into 

account in this study.  

 

Seamless customer experience. The construction of a seamless customer experience has become a major part 

of omnichannel retailing in order to react to changing customer behavior. Enterprises’ usage of consumer 

data across channels, will allow customers to have flexible and customized shipping options, empowering a 

seamless customer experience. One crucial aspect in this dimension is technology, which may be used to 

ensure smooth and uniform customer experiences across channels (Cook, 2014). To improve customer 

experiences, businesses should embrace technological developments in the omnichannel environment and 

deploy information-enhancing technology in physical stores (Taylor, 2016). The topic of customer 

experience has been extensively dealt with during the interview. The respondent stressed the importance of 

an omnichannel approach, mentioning additional services that should be offered, while granting coherence 

with the brand image and brand values. “…we must be able to offer an increasingly seamless experience by 

giving the possibility for the customer to purchase at any touch point (store, CS, online, social 

etc.) receive the product where it is most convenient (home delivery, click & collect in store) but 

also being able to return or exchange in store or online. Everything we do is really designed to create an 

experience in line with the where customers can feel the attention to their needs and remove any friction in 

the shopping experience friction in the shopping experience”. During the course of the paper the partial 

impossibility of replicating the in-store experience online has been introduced. The respondent agrees on this 

unattainability, stressing once more the enhanced role played by storytelling and usability: “We always try to 

create an experience very similar to the one in the store by offering customers a wide choice of products 

communicated with an adequate storytelling that can help them in the storytelling that can help them in the 

product discovery and a Digital Client Advisor service. In addition, we have a wide choice of online services 

such as hot stamping, engraving, special online packaging, free express shipping, different mobile payment 

methods and online return”. 

 

Integrated analytics system. The second dimension is about analyzing and exploiting customer data from one 

channel for usage in another. Data from several touchpoints must be combined and reflected in a shared 

knowledge of the client. Kumar et al. (2017) also demonstrated that using data-driven business insights 

across channels can lead to profit. “The investment is not to be underestimated, but as the word itself says, it 

is an investment that is part of a business Digital Transformation. A typical customer may start the journey 

in the buying process with the smartphone on the couch at home looking for information, then asks for 
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advice and insights with a call to Customer Service and probably passes by the store to complete the 

experience and the purchase… Surely multiplying the touchpoints offers more chances to convert 

interactions into sales, moreover omnichannel customers tend to spend twice as much, on average, as an 

online-only or in-store-only customer”, the respondent added. 

 

Effective supply chain and logistics. Kozlenkova et al. (2015) advocate the building of the third dimension, 

stating that components of diverse supply chain management tasks should be coordinated and integrated 

across channels, not only for the advantage of retailers but also to create new value for the end customer. 

They also emphasized the importance of reverse logistics, particularly in terms of determining the best 

channel for returns and the ramifications for all supply chain members. Return management has been proven 

to contribute to very complicated logistics dynamics (Ghezzi & Mangiaracina, 2012). Despite the initial 

difficulties faced by brands in the expansion and degree of integration of their supply chain, the respondent 

urges that in latter stages the omnichannel approach provides additional benefits. “…I think omnichannel 

helps logistics more than creating complexity after the first phases. As an example in this direction, I could 

mention the "endless aisle" process which allows customers who go to the store to also purchase products 

that are not are physically present in the store. Previously in this case the Client Advisor had to do 

an Intrashop in order to have the product arrive from another store and then wait for the return days later to 

complete the purchase”. Finally, supply chain reorganization appears to be an unavoidable part of the shift to 

omnichannel management, which will not be achievable without retailer organizational flexibility (Jocevski 

& Arvidsson, 2019).  

 

Moreover, during the whole interview, the respondent has underlined that the most critical transition has 

been related to the human resources of the brand. “The main challenge was the change in mindset of 

colleagues who initially saw e-commerce and omnichannel as a channel that would impact store sales 

negatively. Instead, when they realized that it would actually bring more value, more customers and more 

revenue, it was easier to convince them that it is the way”. Human capital is one of the key resources of any 

luxury brand, thus taking into consideration the perspective of the former is necessary.  

 

When asked about the developing role of the store, the respondent suggested that the relevance of the 

physical retail in luxury will not be downsized. “The store becomes the hub of all omnichannel activities. 

Omnichannel does not mean eliminating the importance of the store, but rather elevating it. The digital 

world usually works on a type of "new" customers and builds brand awareness for this reason there is no 

cannibalization of sales between the digital and physical components of the brand. On the contrary, the 95% 

of customers are new to the brand”. Thus, from a BM perspective, the brand will only have to adjust the 

degree of integration of its physical assets, with the only real adjustment being in-store technology.  
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Given that the customers that interact with the brand via the digital channel are mainly new customers, the 

question of brand dilution became more and more apparent. Nonetheless, the respondent stated that there is 

no risk of brand vulgarization. “Absolutely not, enlarging the customer base means reaching many more 

people interested in the brand, but with the same pricing policy we can't talk about a dilution, rather we refer 

to a greater awareness”.  

 

In the paragraphs above, a paradigm that highlights the three elements that define successful retail channel 

coordination and integration, allowing for the transition to omnichannel commerce, has been provided. On 

the whole, the primary required modifications in BM design elements have been highlighted. New value 

propositions and value delivery models are emblematic of these shifts. The former is evident in the use of 

technology to improve the customer experience, while the latter is represented by partnerships within the 

value network. Furthermore, with the contribution of the respondent and taking advantage of extant 

literature, the relevant BM elements that have been restructured for an omnichannel strategy for each 

dimension: 

 a value proposition aspect should be updated, and activities surrounding customer relationship 

management should be rethought for a smooth customer experience. The emphasis for luxury firms 

should be on improving the digital experience by enabling product scanning in physical stores, 

membership schemes, and various mobile payment alternatives.  

 new knowledge creation activities that drive business should be investigated in order to establish an 

integrated analytics system. In this case, data collected on users' technological devices could be vital 

in reshaping particular BM aspects.  

 Finally, expanding collaborations in value networks and activities connected to demand and delivery 

fulfillment should be considered for an effective supply chain and logistics. In addition, it is critical 

to emphasize that organizational structure must be changed for a company's strategy to be matched 

with omnichannel management. To enable omnichannel management, new activities, networks, and 

information systems must be built (Jocevski & Arvidsson, 2019). 

Thus, the activities entailed in the transition towards an omnichannel approach are numerous, time-

consuming, and extremely resource-consuming. Nonetheless, managing the conversion to such an approach 

now, may require smaller future investments to adapt to market changes and enhanced customer satisfaction 

in terms of personalization and individualized customer service. On the other hand, leveraging exclusively 

on third parties, such as YNAP or Farfetch, may prove to be efficient in the short run, but in the long run it 

will not provide sustainable competitive advantage.  

In order to pose an end to this conundrum, two additional interviews have been conducted. The managers in 

question are employed by two major Italian luxury brands, one of which belongs to the hard luxury segment 

and the other one may be considered more of an aspirational brand. Once more, both the companies and the 
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respondents have requested not to be mentioned. In any case, their contribution has provided some useful 

insights on the more appropriate path to follow. The approach taken into consideration thereafter is a 

blended approach, merging the benefits provided by the expertise of the Pure Internet Players in the industry 

with the benefits provided by a more dedicated focus on the development of a seamless customer experience 

from the luxury brand. In the long run, the company is expected to have developed sufficient competencies 

in the management of omnichannel practices to gradually internalize more of these activities. 

Up until now the role of omnichannel practices in terms of retail has been heavily taken into consideration. 

In addition to this role, omnichannel refers to the capacity of the brand to create a connection with their 

customers that goes beyond the single purchase. The customer journey in the digital world is an iterative 

circle, thus any brand has to be able to communicate their values via different touchpoints. To this extent, 

many additional activities relate to omnichannel practices.  

One of the respondents has highlighted two different perspectives of omnichannel activities: 

1. Retail 

2. Customer experience 

What it implies is that luxury brands need to invest on omnichannel to develop the relationship with their 

customers, which, as stated in the initial chapters, is one of the pillars of a successful luxury brand. Hence, 

approaching omnichannel activities starting from the experiential component of this strategy, really aiming 

to offer a seamless customer experience, while taking the necessary time required to adapt the retail channels 

to the advancement in terms of technology and industrial organization implied by this solution, appears to be 

the most efficient unfolding. 

The respondents explained that with the help of a Pure Internet Player they started developing their own 

online flagship store, while also opening to the possibility of selling via multi-brand platforms. “This will 

allow the brands in question to familiarize with the technology required in-store and with the increased 

complexity of retail management …  Indeed, they will be able to fully exploit the core competencies of these 

players”, which include tech management and retail management, among the others previously mentioned. 

In addition to that, the brand will start gathering customer data and will gain awareness among the online 

customers. In such a way, if and when the brand will decide to manage its operations fully internally it will 

have a solid groundwork to build upon. 

So, if the integration of the different channels is managed alongside a partner, the brand can enhance the 

experience it offers to its clients. To this extent, the contribution of one of the two respondents has been 

absolutely critical, as he/she is in charge of the digital customer experience in a top performing luxury brand. 

The experience that is being referred to does not only imply the activities related to the purchase process or 
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after sales phase. These activities, in the framework being hereon proposed, would be managed in 

conjunction with the Pure Internet Player the brand cooperates with. Rather, the operations involve the brand 

as an identity - the message it delivers, the values it advocates - which is substantially the driver of sales in 

this industry.  

On one hand, the number of touchpoints with the clients are so many that the brand itself has several 

occasions to raise brand awareness. “On the other hand, the multitude of interactions with customers, being 

potential customers or actual clients, need to be carefully managed. In fact, the brand has to be consistent 

with the messages it sends across channels”. Both respondents stressed the importance of being true to the 

customers and to the brand in its essence. Concretely, competition nowadays is played on different layers. 

Topics such as sustainability and inclusivity for instance are extremely delicate subjects that heavily 

influence the choice of a brand over another one. “Claiming to be a sustainable enterprise and not being 

consistent will have tremendous turnarounds on the brand image, and thus on sales”. Furthermore, many 

firms in the industry have been previously accused of greenwashing, thus the public opinion is extremely 

attentive on how said firms implement these processes.  

Such activities entail commercial opportunities as well as considerable benefits in terms of reputation and 

awareness. For instance, the secondhand market in luxury, and more specifically in hard luxury, is a growing 

market as a result of the increased concerns of the sustainability of luxury items of younger customers.  The 

surge of this section of the market is the result of different factors, which include digitalization and the 

economic crisis, other than the sustainability matter. The secondhand market in luxury is a perfect example 

of the opportunities deriving from an omnichannel approach. Indeed, this market is primarily characterized 

by online sales, with a delicate role being played by social media and influencers. This additional channel 

makes heritage storytelling even more significant.  

Summing up, implementing an omnichannel approach offers a number of opportunities, as well as many 

threats. The blended approach suggested above limits the initial economic investment, while allowing the 

brand to adapt to the activities entailed in an omnichannel strategy. Moreover, the brand will be able to focus 

on the brand image it conveys on the different channels. The threats associated to the increased number of 

touchpoints are clearly outnumbered by the opportunities they offer, but still, they require careful 

management. This is the reason why brands should focus first on this aspect, mastering the holistic brand 

image and delivering the appropriate brand values through the different channels, being consistent to their 

history and their heritage.  

Overall, adopting an omnichannel strategy is a necessary strategic decision for luxury brands. It will allow 

brands to interact with an increased customer base, raising awareness and increasing sales. The move is 

required both from a customer experience perspective, with clients expecting personalized, yet deep and quick 



 92 

customer service, and from a retail point of view, as adopting an omnichannel strategy opens up new markets, 

among other benefits that have been deeply listed through the course of the paper. 

 

The aim of this dissertation was to fill a gap in the extant literature regarding omnichannel in luxury. Indeed, 

although the topic is extremely current, also due to the pandemic that has accelerated the tendency towards 

omnichannel in the industry, the subject has not been treated extensively yet. Specifically, extant literature 

does not deep dive in the topic of customer experience in correlation to this strategic approach. Furthermore, 

the purpose of the paper is also to outline the alternative paths that brands can undertake in the transition 

towards omnichannel, in case this shift has not occurred yet. The development of this framework has been 

performed with the precious contribution of a number of practitioners and with the use of a number of 

economic and managerial theories.  

 

It is opinion of who writes that the adoption of omnichannel for luxury brands is absolutely paramount. Despite 

the urgency of this transition, the personal viewpoint of the author is that the transition should be conducted 

gradually. Hence, partnering with a Pure Internet Player for the management of retail channels and of the 

technology required while focusing on developing the brands’ core competencies beyond the traditional 

boundaries of the physical store. This will allow the brand to improve its overall digital performance, in terms 

of customer experience and services offered, while leveraging on the brand’s in-store experience. The 

transition will be conducted over a diluted time frame: in the short run the brand will be taking advantage of 

the core competencies of a Pure Internet Player, adapting to the new technologies required and learning the 

best practices of these top performing platforms; in the long run the brand will have mastered omnichannel 

practices, it will have also gained increased brand awareness thanks to the customer spectrum of the platform, 

allowing it to internalize the practices. Consequently, the economic investment that the firm will have to 

sustain will bear less risks, as the brand should be fully aware of the implications of an omnichannel approach. 
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