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Editorial

Today, luxury products are a part of the
marketing of goods and services under the
aegis of both French and foreign presti-
gious brands, but this was not always the
case. We should remember that luxury in
the Middle Ages was associated with the
duties of honour and chivalry ; then came
the obligation of representation at court ;
followed by the advent of capitalism with
the conspicuous consumption of the indus-
trial bourgeoisie. This historic detour goes
beyond simple curiosity. Indeed, today the
sales pitch of the big brands often harks
back to times past and relies on their cul-
tural and historic values to give legitimacy
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to their claims. For the simple reason that
luxury is not immutable, it is important in
this collection that we clearly outline the
question of historical heritage, that we cap-
ture its limits and mutations.

This issue can be seen as an introduction to
a more in-depth reflection on the subject of
luxury in the collective work to be pub-
lished by the IFM in November 2004 which
will bring together contributions from inter-
national researchers from a number of
disciplines.
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Interview with Genevieve Teil
Luxury goods and the social sciences

Genevieve Teil, is a sociology professor at
the INRA, and specialises in the marketing
of high quality products, consumer taste
and habits. She has covered the question of
luxury, high-end products extensively in
conferences and publications. She has writ-
ten a study of the marketing of high quality
wines De la coupe aux lévres - Pratiques de
la perception et mise en marché des vins de
qualité (Editions Octares, Collection
Applications de I'anthropologie, Toulouse,
2004) and runs the Mise en Marché think-
tank which brings together experts in order
to provide pragmatic analysis of the way in
which markets function.

O.A : Up until now how have the social sci-
ences dealt with the question of luxury
goods and luxury in general?

G.T : In sociology, the question of luxury
goods as dealt with in Veblen or Bourdieu,
for example is one first and foremost of a
taste for luxury as it is often seen as such, a
taste for social elitism.

0.4 : What are the difficulties caused by
this perception in sociology of luxury being
the taste of the elite?

G.T : Luxury products are closely linked to
the consumer habits of an elite. Luxury
goods are the consumer goods of the elite
who show their difference in terms of taste
; and are as such the movement behind the
social building of taste. They are class-spe-
cific as they are expensive and as such are
reserved for those who have the economic
means to buy them.

The social elite do not consume only luxury

goods and luxury goods are not consumed
only by the social elite. The definition of
luxury products thus includes only those
luxury products which are consumed by
the social elite. This definition throws up
two main problems.

If it does in fact correspond quite well to
the definition of these products by those
who do not buy them, it does not corre-
spond to the that of central actors such as
the actual clients themselves who appreci-
ate these products, or the producers for
whom they are very high quality products.
So the first inconvenience is that it agrees
with those who are the least concerned
with or aware of the products. The second
problem involves taking away all substan-
tial quality from the luxury product to the
extent that it becomes a mere sign. The
considerable work that went in to manufac-
turing the product is reduced to the
production of rarity and expensiveness,
two characteristics on which manufacturers
seem to waste a considerable amount of
energy. In addition all of the incertitude of
luxury products consumers regarding the
quality of the products in question are also
a priori taken out of the picture.

This definition is suspicious. By taking the
point of view of the opponents who
denounce the existence of luxury products
and by removing all content from the argu-
ments of the pro-luxury camp the definition
becomes impossible to verify and gives cre-
dence to the opponents.

So as to avoid the difficulties posed by
these a priori definitions of luxury prod-
ucts, we have attempted to approach the
question from another angle by avoiding
the presupposition that the products have
an intrinsic value, their ability to feed the
social differentiation of taste, on the con-
trary we have tried to figure out how the
market actors try to create a particular cate-
gory of products.

O.A : In that case how should the question
of luxury products be approached?

G.T : To take it even further, one must



examine the question of taste since sociol-
ogy has begun to examine that of luxury
products, and as such the theories of taste.
The term taste has many meanings. It is
thus necessary to be very precise as to what
we mean each time.

In the humanities, a person or group’s taste
designates a preference for certain things,
in other words the way in which they clas-
sify objects. This capacity to classify objects
according to a certain hierarchy is given to
be the preserve of « actors » : they can
make « value judgements ». As it is the pre-
serve of « actors », the phenomenon is
dealt with by the disciplines which deal
with phenomena of « actors », the humani-
ties in general and more particularly
psychology and sociology.

Sociology brought these object hierarchies
and social hierarchies together to produce
explanations on how objects participate in
social orders. Imitation and distinction are
two major social mechanisms which can
explain, on the one hand, the constitution
of preferences as the preserve of a certain
class of people and on the other, the order
of these classes.

However, taste is not merely a social phe-
nomenon of imitation or distinction where
people’s taste is totally determined by that
of others. This presupposes that they
merely like what other socially superior «
actors » often seen as opinion leaders are
telling them to like. People’s preference
depends also on their own individual sen-
sory  perception which is totally
independent from any social prescription.
So, sociology then proposed the theory of
incorporation, habituation and in particular
familiarisation — one likes what one already
knows — mechanisms. Social psychology
went more for conditioning mechanisms —
one gets to like what others like. In both
cases these mechanisms try to explain how
socially constructed preferences — as they
are linked to social status — are doubled by
incorporation mechanisms which transform
social preferences into sensory preferences.
This is why in sociology the sensory prefer-
ences of « actors » are never more than an

illusion not to be taken seriously as they are
but the result of the incorporation of
socially constructed preferences.

Even if the « actors » say they like luxury
products this love for luxury products is
only an illusion, as the luxury object is just
a pretext which enables the social mechan-
ics of imitation and distinction to function.
To use Bourdieu’s terms, objects objectify
social relations, they are sensory objective
illusions. However, this “objectification”
presupposes a very strong mechanism of
incorporation which ensures the transfor-
mation of social determinations into
sensory determinations. Sociology presup-
poses incorporating mechanisms but is not
really worried about understanding how
they work or if they are the only ones. For
this one must turn to psychology or the
physiology of taste.

O.A : Have psychology and physiology
managed to present an explanation for the
workings of incorporation?

G.T : In both disciplines, the mechanisms
of incorporation, conditioning or habit-
forming all rely on the same hypothesis in
which there are two distinct sensorial regis-
ters in the way reality is grasped: on the
one hand a register of perception of the
variety of distinct, disordered, sensorial
characteristics, sugar and salt, red and yel-
low, spicy, rough etc. ; on the other,
hedonism or the perception of pleasure,
which would be a sensorial aid to classify-
ing them. The first is the register of
description for the world with which one
gains knowledge of what constitutes the
world. The second is a register of evalua-
tion with which people make their
value-based judgements about the world
and which is influenced by conditioning
and habit. The registers are considered to
be superimposed : the non-hierarchical
description register informs the hedonism
register which in turn gives the former
value. But as the hedonist register is sensi-
tive to unconscious influences, and in
particular social influences, the value thus



attributed to things is social.

According to research, this is why actors’
evaluations never escape social influences
and therefore imitation and distinction,
even if the actors themselves are not aware
of the fact. In as much as taste can never
escape the social, all consumption taken as
the sign of taste is therefore socially pro-
duced and repeated independent of its own
characteristics. This applies particularly to
luxury tastes and therefore the consump-
tion of luxury goods are interpreted as the
result of social differentiation mechanisms.
In addition, in no way can we trust actors to
understand the love of luxury items and
their economy as preferences are illusory.

O.A. This hypothesis is quite common. Has
it been empirically verified?

G.T : Physiology and psychology use the
fact that these perceptions are situated in
separate but co-ordinated points of the
brain to excuse this difference in nature.
Personally in the different experiments I've
carried out, I have never observed a sys-
tematic link between registers which
enable classification and registers which
enable description in the comments people
made about the products they had to test.
When we have products tested/commented
on, people can classify them in relation to
one another, evaluate them as a whole or
even describe them, which often means
listing the differences between products.
The hidden link supposed by physiology is
quite rare (which doesn’t mean it doesn’t
exist). In addition when the link does exist
it is troublesome : people often wonder
from which point of view they should be
judging the product. Should they rely on
their own opinion, on what everyone else
thinks or on what the object purports to do ?
They always wonder if they should have
more information, if they’ve grasped every-
thing etc.

In addition Rozin, a social psychologist,
worked on trying to outline incorporation
mechanisms, to find out if familiarisation
and conditioning are the only ones, how

effective they are etc. He came to the same
conclusion : familiarisation does not func-
tion well. Children do not have the same
taste as their parents, getting used to some-
thing does not reproduce taste, positive
reaction from parents does not make a
product desirable. But then the entire
mechanism starts to crack. And if social
mechanisms are not effective we can go
back to thinking that sensory perception is
not only a social illusion and that the actors
participate in their preferences or that they
can at least be a source of information.

In addition, if we ask actors to give their
preferences, to link them to the characteris-
tics of products, we realise that the central
hypotheses of the physiology of taste
regarding the presence and articulation of
hedonistic and non-hedonistic sensory
signs are rarely observed. Actors don’t
always have preferences, don’t always
know what they like and only rarely have
the stability they are thought to have. In
particular, the hypothesis of the link
between descriptive and evaluative percep-
tion seems to necessitate considerable
perception skills, for example for somme-
liers who sit on tasting juries. In the main,
this link does not occur or not to any level
of stability and remains a problem for
actors when it is not an issue limited to
their activity like marketing.

O.A : So what of the description register
and the register for evaluation and judge-
ment?

G.T : It would appear that they are two dif-
ference means of grasping sensory
phenomena. Description is an analytical
technique for the non-hierarchical differen-
tiation of objects. It multiplies and sorts
good points in horizontal classifications to
use an economic term. Evaluation is a sort-
ing technique that needs an external point
of reference in order to produce a measure,
distance or order between two points. For
example, to sort three smells one needs —at
least — one external point to these three
smells, a smell that is different from the



other three that will be taken as a refer-
ences to gauge the level of resemblance
between it and the three others. The more
accurate a description is the easier it is to
see a difference between similar objects.
The more powerful an evaluation, the eas-
ier it is to sort heterogeneous objects. We
can observe these two qualification opera-
tions in the comments made by people
about things. However they are not always
both present and sometimes can be intri-
cately entwined and mutually supportive.
So by taking an interest in description tech-
niques, in judgement, that is to say in what
people say about things, we can hope to
reach a new level of interpretation of the
phenomena linked to taste and as a result
to luxury products.

However, one must take into account the
activity of all of the professional experts
and opinion makers such as critics, produc-
ers, artists or even researchers. All of the
actors, including those in charge of giving a
non-sociological definition to the value
of perception such as researchers, musicol-
ogists, wine experts, semiologists etc.,
who were reduced to the status of mere
elements of the mechanism of the
« sociologisation» of taste.

Regarding luxury goods, the producers can
now be seen as people attempting to pro-
duce high quality goods, whether it be cars
or art. The intention they claim no longer
needs to be judged a priori by the
researcher as being true or false, but as an
uncertain desire which necessitates an
activity that can always be perfected. In the
same way the choices made by the clients
can no longer be dismissed off-hand as illu-
sory, but must be questioned.

O.A : What other generic definition can be
given to luxury goods?

G.T : From a research point of view we
propose to leave aside the hypotheses on
taste and preferences to go back to study
the way in which actors know what they
like, what is beautiful, but also the way in
which they question themselves and pro-

duce their preferences and the very minute
nuances in reference (style, my taste, other
people’s taste) that they bring to play when
they make judgements about products.
However, if the question of taste appears
more problematic then a taste for luxury
and as such the social elite becomes just as
uncertain.

As a result, taken from this point of view,
luxury is not a subject which can be easily
outlined by the researcher, it is a result
whose delimitation depends on the effec-
tiveness of the action of the actors.

I centred my research exclusively on retail
luxury goods. These observations bring to
light a highly targeted activity which leads
to a pragmatic delimitation based on the
activity of people within the luxury goods
domain and which makes it totally different
from that of other commercial products.
The marketing of luxury goods brings
together a large number of actions and
commercial procedures which have in
common the attempt to create a link
between the consumer and the product
based on the recognition of the excellence
of the products. The clients of luxury prod-
ucts are notably those who recognise this
excellence and make it a criteria of pur-
chase but also « left-field » buyers who
pick and choose, and buy the products
independently of the excellence they are
purported to contain according to their pro-
ducers. This movement in view point leads
to a change in the definition of luxury
goods : they are products whose producers
sell by trying to have their excellence
recognised. This delimitation by activity
which differentiates them avoids inconven-
iences such as definitions based on objects
— excellent products themselves, products
using high quality components etc. — and
definitions by the end-users — products
bought by actors in a quest for social dis-
tinction or motivated by imitative strategies,
etc.

However this new delimitation is not with-
out links to these other definitions. The
action carried out to make this sector exist
depends on a demonstration of excellence



by the products (never a given to start with,
which makes all the difference with the
definitions based on objects above), and is
a question of not looking to configure a
particular demand. This makes it impossi-
ble to outline luxury goods buyers through
specific taste, needs, desires for particular
qualities in products. They are often
described as buyers whose purchasing
behaviour is not product-based. However,
our point of view shows that the purchas-
ing behaviour is not the result of the
inherent characteristics of the actors ! It is
the result of the lack of understanding of
the demand in marketing luxury goods.

O.A : How should we take the constant
references of the luxury goods actors most
notably the producers to quality (materials,
rarity, tradition, authenticity, craftsman-

ship)?

G.T : In sociological terms the luxury prod-
uct is a product that confers a certain social
distinction. Thus the definition of a luxury
product has nothing to do with the inherent
qualities of the product itself. But it may
seem strange to leave aside the question of
quality or to reduce it to an illusion, espe-
cially when, it motivates the activity of the
producers to such an extent, as is the case
with luxury products. We prefer to consider
the quality of luxury products not as an illu-
sion, even an objectified one, but as a goal.
Part of the success of luxury products
depends on the capacity of the producers
to gain recognition for this goal, something
they do so with an astonishing ingenuity
through the use of the media and other
marketing tools.

O.A : Is it enough to produce a bigh-qua-
lity object to gain the title of luxury item?

G.T : There are a number of products
which can pretend to this level of quality,
such as wine, cheese, the made to meas-
ure,... cars. Not all are luxury goods. In
each case, the products claim high quality
but the way in which their producers make

this known is different.

Regarding the high-quality wines we stud-
ied, the producers tend to validate their
claim by using certain criteria. However,
critics do not agree on the subject of wines,
neither from a sensory point of view nor
from the point of view of accepted quality
criteria. As a result the work of the critic
depends on an intense activity of compar-
isons and judgement of wines in which
they multiply their references: their own
taste, the intrinsic quality of the product,
the style of the producer, the appellations
etc. We have not found a trace of such com-
parisons for luxury products, comparisons
which can seem unusual; in addition, jour-
nalists seem more like informers describing
the quality of the product rather than
judges.

The difference between high-quality prod-
ucts and luxury products can perhaps be
found in the notion of excellence which
presupposes incomparable quality and
which as such cannot be compared. Luxury
products seem to manage to supply the
media who do their press with products
and the style with which the product
should be judged while in the case of wine,
the work of judging the quality goes way
beyond recognising a style within an
“appellation” tasting committee.

However inside each of the categories of
products above there are groups of particu-
lar products (the first grands crus classés
from Bordeaux, Romanée Conti, Australian
Grange, Vega Sicilia, etc. For wines for
example, Rolls Royce, Ferrari, Bentley, etc.
for cars), which have almost universal rep-
utations of high quality and do not need
critics in order to have the quality of their
products recognised.

OA : So you locate yourself at a midpoint
between the two definitions without reject-
ing either definitively?

G.T : The fact of moving a viewpoint in
research as we do here enables us to make
an important point. The sociological defini-
tion of luxury goods as conspicuous



consumption or linked to social status
looks like the same denunciation of this
consumption by the non-luxury-goods con-
sumers. Defining luxury products by
quality and excellence is just taking up the
intention of the producers or interpretation
by most consumers. Whether we accept
either one of these definitions we must
consider the efforts made by the opponents
or the partisans as totally effective, which is
denied by the persistence of both, or else
consider a priori that one is true and the
other false. But then what principle of clas-
sification of the different activities of the
actors which will enable us to decide?

O.A : So what of the sociological schools of
thought from Veblen to Bourdieu which
made luxury products one of the corner-
stones of the theory of distinction?

G.T : Like I just said, we often find defini-
tions of luxury products in the writings of
the opponents of luxury. But also strangely
from the actors who market the products.
As is often the case, sociological theories
are quickly taken on board by the actors
and used by them to understand, explain
and motivate their actions. This is very
much the case here.

Indeed, contrary to the sociologists, pro-
ducers of luxury products take their high
quality goals very seriously and adjust their
actions in accordance. Nevertheless a great
number of clients do not buy — or seem not
to buy — luxury products for their excellent
quality. In order to understand this gap,
actors resort to sociological or psychologi-
cal theories to supply motivation to buyers
which isn’t linked to the quality of the
products.

O.A : Does the theme of luxury goods fall
under the category of sociology, philosophy
or anthropology? Does a more apt science
exist to deal with luxury products taking
into account the fact that luxury goods
themselves are extremely diverse?”

G.T : To approach the question from the

point of view of the discipline brings us
back to making hypotheses on the nature
of the phenomenon we are observing. If, as
we have tried to do, we avoid presupposi-
tions on the nature of the phenomena
under observation to enable a better view
of the activities of the actors who are trying
to confer certain particularities on them, the
question of the luxury product, and more
generally the question of taste bypasses this
categorising by discipline in favour of the
observation of collective actions which end
up creating a particular category of prod-
uct, the luxury product..

O.A : Is it possible to limit the question of
luxury to the simple fact of taste? Does the
luxury object not exist only through the
mediations of taste?

G.T : Luxury in general is often defined by
a taste for so-called luxury products which
in turn are defined as being elitist, if one
leans sociologically; very expensive if one
leans economically; of very high quality if
one is a technologist. These definitions
oppose three explanations of the satisfac-
tion produced by luxury products. For the
first it is the inherent characteristics of the
product that produce its quality and as such
the satisfaction of the end-user; for the sec-
ond and third it is the capacity to classify
these products by cost or image. We are not
saying that either of these definitions is true
or false but there are particular cases of
motivation or interpretation of actors
whose prior experience of these products
or theories enable them to confirm or deny.
From our perspective, that of actual market-
ing, the question of luxury goes beyond
that of taste and in fact becomes a question
of the production of satisfaction. If we
analyse the way in which the producers of
luxury products try to engender satisfaction
with their product we notice that their com-
mon goal of excellent quality leads them to
use the same marketing techniques and
advertising ploys.

O.A : Is there not therefore a risk involved



in linking high quality with the subjectivity
of taste for objects which are aiming for a
more universal qualification?

G.T : Taste is not intrinsically subjective. In
this case, sociology is making a very strong
hypothesis. From our point of view the
objective or subjective character depends
on the objective or subjective format the
actors wish to confer. Some wish to have
taste which is independent from their own
characteristics as a “taster”, others think this
is impossible, it depends! Practice may try
to make taste as dependent as possible or
as independent as possible from the
“taster”. In this case they will often say that
taste is subjective or objective. But this is a
result of their action, not a property of the
nature of taste.

O.A : Is the quality of luxury products an
objective property or an identity issue? How
can this qualification by the producers be
then shared by the buyers?

G.T : From the point of view of our theory,
neither property of the object, nor an iden-
tity issue for the subject of course.
However, all of the methods used for the
actual marketing of a vast collection of lux-
ury products try to confer on these
products a level of quality which is inde-
pendent of their end-users, and one that
they themselves refer to as objective. But it
is not intrinsically objective, it becomes
objective by the specific work carried out to
publicise the judgements on their quality.

O.A : What are the procedures or activities
used by the producers to gain recognition
for the quality of their luxury products — or
to simply sell their products depending on
the question you want to ask ? What role
does the media play in this process? How is
the reputation of a product built?

G.T : The procedures are refined and com-
plex. They aim to facilitate the aggregation
of recognition of the intrinsic quality of
products and as such independent of par-

ticular “tastes”, while at the same time try-
ing to avoid opposition by referring them
back to the multitude of particular tastes.
The media is used extensively as it is
equipped to produce “news” on the prod-
ucts to a multitude of readers with little
differentiation. The format of these tools is
thus particularly well adapted for the
process of marketing luxury products.

O.A : What are the specifics of French lux-
ury products?

G.T : Regarding the link between France
and luxury products, it appears that market-
ing in this area is a French “savoir faire”
which is not found in the US for example,
and which is indeed quite rare in France
itself. But such a statement needs to be
verified.



Luxury goods : brand heritage or brand equity?
Marie-Claude Sicard

Great emphasis is placed on the notion of
brand heritage especially in the domain of
luxury goods. The expression became quite
common in marketing circles along with
the term brand equity at the start of the 90’s
just after the world of finance realised the
fortune to be made from brands and the
stock market got involved.

All brands use one formula or the other
more or less indifferently. But the luxury
brands have a clear preference for « brand
heritage » : the term is more noble, and is
more appropriate to the aristocratic ideol-
ogy that these brands continue to maintain
— even though many of them were estab-
lished in the 19th century and are
bourgeois in originl. They also prefer to
refer to their « clients » rather than their
« customers ». This doubletalk reveals the
fundamental ambiguity of European luxury
brands and most notably French luxury
brands who look to the model of the royal
court? on the one hand, and on the other to
modern industry as it has existed since the
19th century3.

Are the notions of « heritage » and « equity
» really interchangeable ? Or do the
nuances that separate them lead to differ-
ences in the way luxury brands are
managed and marketed ?

A significant preference

If luxury brands prefer to talk about brand «
heritage », it is because the word gives an
impression of a long line (the idea of the
goods of the paterfamilias), and as such of
family, and heritage. « Heritage » in fact

appeared in France earlier than « equity »,
used as we know it since the 16th century.
However, the thing existed long before the
term was coined, the story or at least the
spirit of capitalism is much older than we
think as specialists date its origins to the
11th century.

The main difference between the two
words is thus not historic but comes essen-
tially from the fact that « heritage »
presupposes a blood line and equity is
clearly linked to commercial and financial
vocabulary. One is passed on, the other can
be created from scratch. The former is more
a transmission, if possible identical and
over a long period of time ; the latter more
an accumulation, but also dissipation, both
of which can happen very quickly.

Let’s take the former, to have a « brand her-
itage » in the luxury product business
means a certain claim to ancient and
authentic links to the nobility. It also means
passing on this heritage through the gener-
ations, like Mellerio the jeweller known as
Meller whose discretion is matched by its
prestige and which has belonged to the
same family since the 16th century.
However, Mellerio is the exception. The
rule is a different affair. Certain « heritages
» can hardly be termed thus as they die with
their founder. Others are forgotten, or are
created from scratch ; or are revived for a
short time and then disappear. In other
words, having a « heritage » is far from suf-
ficient in ensuring the longevity of a brand,
and even less its success. The real question
is what can be passed on from a
« heritage ».

What heritage?

Long before it could be bought, nobility
was hereditary. It was the preserve of those
who showed courage, honour and loyalty.
It was thought that these moral values were
passed on through bloodlines.
Unfortunately even as the aristocratic sys-
tem was living its hour of glory — in France
under Louis 14th — it was already being tar-
nished as is evident in Moliere’s Don Juan



when Don Luis says to his son (« Know that
virtue is the first title of nobility »).

At the heart of the idea of « heritage » in
aristocratic ideology there are first of all the
immaterial values. Do these exist in luxury
brands ? Can we cite examples among the
big luxury brand companies who have
maintained the equivalent of Don Luis’
« virtue » throughout the years ? Yes, of
course there are brands that, even today,
can claim a quest for excellence and aim
for perfection in their chosen field : jew-
ellery for Harry Winston, leather goods for
Hermes or couture for Valentino.

Behind this transcendental ambition, one
must not forget the very specific craft
patiently taught through the generations to
select craftsmen : embroidery at Jesurum in
Venice or Lesage in Paris, vine growing and
blending in the champagne houses, crystal
glass cutting at Waterford or Lalique. It
takes years to learn how to choose a good
skin or to cut a fabric on the bias. One must
also possess a natural talent, taste, a sure
eye and a steady hand. These qualities can-
not be bought and the apprenticeships are
long and expensive. Finally there is the
question of brand history, the wealth of its
archives, the spread of its influence, its
capacity for innovation, the patents it holds
and the exclusivity it can offer.

However, the problem of how to use this
immaterial heritage does exist. A luxury
goods brand with aristocratic leanings will
not show off. It feels that the name is
enough : it sums up the past of the brand,
the quality of the product and it would be
vulgar to show off. Paradoxically, this is
why so many advertisements for luxury
goods are quite bare : one sees only a bag,
a watch, sometimes just a face or a silhou-
ette, and the name. But this « code » can be
easily imitated by widely distributed lesser
brands, and this is often the case, especially
in fashion. As such, when the logic of the
brand does not extend itself to visual com-
munication, the image becomes weakened
or unclear, especially in the eyes of the
potential clients who may be less familiar
with the brand or younger clients.

From heritage to equity

Reasoning in terms of « brand equity » has
other consequences : equity must grow,
bring in results, profits. That which is
immaterial must be made visible, and
payable. Otherwise it is useless : a cardinal
sin in the eyes of the business bourgeoisie,
founders of most of the European luxury
brands.

For example, history only means equity if it
is used — to create a museum for the brand
(Christofle, Saint Laurent) , or in a show
case environment that represents of both its
past and present such as the Maison
Baccarat. It can also be a reservoir of ideas
— or even better of reproducible motifs like
the Gucci bridle, which went from shoes to
bags. It can also be used as a justification :
in luxury goods ; even the Moderns have
to play the Ancients sometimes. Ralph
Lauren built his brand around the New
England « aristocracy » as depicted in liter-
ature from Henry James to Fitzgerald’s
Great Gatsby. A mere twenty years old, the
Dior brand had trouble justifying any kind
of link between Galliano and Christian Dior
but they went about it nonetheless. They
managed it by unearthing an improbable
surrealist influence on the couturier in the
20’s and 30’s at a time when he was open-
ing salons in the style of Louis 16th and his
first creations were a throwback to a pared
down 18th century style>. Surrealist couture
can be found at Schiaparelli, not Dior.
However the management of a brand’s
equity can often lead to history being
rewritten to make it seem like the thread of
a strategy which is constantly being
renewed from the « roots », an essential
operation in a universe where even major
departures must be justified by continuity,
in other words the transmission of values,
the first of which is creativity.

But creative talent cannot be passed down.
Thankfully it can be bought however, and
then presented from the right angle : that
of the artist, for example, the favourite fig-
ure for luxury brands, especially when it
takes on the mythical romantic image of the



artist as troublemaker. The public doesn’t
understand the styles of the new designer ?
Nothing simpler : one only needs a syllo-
gism. The artist is often misunderstood,
such and such is misunderstood therefore
such and such is an artist. The only thing
left to do is to make this widely known by
backing up the idea with plenty of fashion
shows, press and PR.

Craftsmanship or the ambition to excel is
not immediately obvious : « heritage » in
this case is not convertible into profit.
Hermes can allow rare visits of the work-
shop, others cannot. Heritage is to be
hidden, equity is to be shown. One can tell
if a bag or a jacket is well-made by looking
inside. Logos, initials and distinctive signs
are shown on the outside. So one can sac-
rifice to a reasonable extent what is
invisible for what is visible, as the latter is
what sells, at high prices and on a large
scale. But then surely we are no longer in
the domain of luxury goods ? Yes and no.
We are, according to Bernard Arnault®, in
the luxury goods “industry”. If there are
enough people around the world to believe
that the Saddle bag from Dior is a luxury
item, who is to stop them ? Dior may lose
some of their more discerning clients but
they gain others, younger and more numer-
ous. It is not certain however that the brand
heritage gains from this but the brand
equity comes out very well in all senses of
the term.

There is a final quality which is not inherit-
able : a head for business. This too
however can be bought and brought into
the equity. The founder of Gucci had a
head for business. His heirs did not. Their
successors — De Sole, Tom Ford — had it in
spades. Before they arrived there was a cer-
tain « brand heritage » resting happily on
its laurels. They took a few seeds (bamboo)
but most of all constituted a true « brand
equity » For how long ? Time will tell. The
arrival at the head of the group of an ex-
director of Unilever is the reflection of
LVMH’s tendency to recruit from Procter &
Gamble in anycase, it means the applica-
tion of industrial strategy in the luxury

goods business which means the intensive
and extensive exploitation of each brand’s
« equity », and as a result the equity of the
entire group.

Two words, one meaning

Equity is built, lost and rebuilt, much faster
than heritage exactly because it is made up
of financial assets, which are accountable
and accounted for. This is why it suits mar-
keting, a discipline which comes from
accounting’, and is more at ease in the
short term than the long term. The idea of a
totally mobile « brand equity » , suits this
perfectly.

However is marketing capable of managing
« brand heritage » ? We can’t be so sure.
Obviously there was no marketing depart-
ment at Worth or Poiret, which explains
perhaps why their heritage which was cre-
ated from scratch did not survive them.
However, many other brands born at that
time are still going strong today (such as
Chaumet, Tiffany or Shiseido) ; and on the
other hand when marketing exists, as is the
case today, it could be applied to brands
with a great heritage such as Lanvin, Caron,
Daum, Nina Ricci, Patou, Rochas, to men-
tion but a few French examples. But what
does it do ? Not much. These once glorious
brands, today have « pretty flat crests » as
Robert Merle might have said.

So the result is the same: either the posses-
sion of serious « brand heritage » is neither
necessary nor enough in itself to make an
impact on the luxury goods market ; or the
marketing people in the luxury goods
domain don’t know how to or won’t man-
age it correctly ; or the expression is used
because it is fashionable right now and
even more so as it flatters the aristocratic
fantasies of the directors of the big luxury
groups whose professional aim is profit
alone in the pure tradition of the business
bourgeoisie. Aristocratic fantasy on the one
hand, capitalism on the other. Should we
conclude that the European luxury goods
domain is schizophrenic ? Not at all, it is
however, deeply bourgeois, that is to say —



among other things — blessed with an inex-
haustible power of assimilation8, which
enables it to combine the values of yester-
year and the constraints of today, respect
for the past and use of the modern, the
image of « heritage » and the turnover of
« equity » — this goes for luxury brands as
well as all others.

Marie-Claude Sicard, author of Luxe, men-
songes et marketing (Village Mondial,
2003).
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Heritage of the luxury goods industry:
Bernardaud et Baccarat making the most of
valorisation

Eugénie Briot

The luxury goods industry came to its own
in the first decades of the 19th century at
the same rate as the move towards more
comfort and quality for growing sections of
society!l. A large number of the companies
that today constitute the cream of French
luxury goods producers were established at
this time, out of this generalised burst of
activity. At this, the beginning of the 21st
century, they possess a heritage that is in
some cases over one hundred and fifty
years old and which includes industrial
buildings as well as a rich collection of
objects half way between functional and art
which are often treated with great care, or
at least conserved in relatively good shape
and quite high numbers. Just as in other
industries, older production tools and
machines were slowly replaced by more
innovative technologies. However, “savoir
faire” and technical know-how is at the
heart of the heritage of the luxury goods
industries, crafts that are perhaps not used
in the same way as in the 19th century but
are often specifically conserved to be
passed on.

In a sector where brand image relies heav-
ily on authenticity and savoir-faire and is
considered the most precious asset of a lux-
ury goods manufacturer, the idea of getting
the most from this heritage is a priori con-
sidered to be a good thing. Heritage is an
essential advertising and communication
tool as it provides a constant supply of
museum pieces and is a well of inspiration
for contemporary design and creativity.
Along with Louis Vuitton2, Hermes3,
Christian Dior4, Christofle>, and a number

of wine and liqueur manufacturers,
Bernardaud and Baccarat, in 1998 and 2003
respectively, chose to open their company
heritage to the public. Their heritages are
similar but they chose radically different
options for its exploitation and display. If
we examine these choices they help us to
reflect on the two main obvious issues :
« what constitutes luxury goods today? »,
and « why exploit heritage and history? ».

A rich artistic and industrial heritage

In as much as they both benefited fully
from the Second Empire industrial boom,
the industrial and artistic heritage which
exists today in the maisons Bernardaud and
Baccarat have much in common.
Established in 1863 in Limoges, the porce-
lain factory of the rue Albert Thomas
became the property of the Bernardaud
family en 19006. The main factory buildings
date from this period but there was some
significant refurbishment done in 1889 and
1911 resulting in the factory as we know it
today. This factory was home to the porce-
lain manufacturing process until 1991 when
the space was no longer sufficient, pushing
Bernardaud to create a second industrial
site at Oradour-sur-Glanes and to abandon
all industrial production in the rue Albert
Thomas site. The company directors then
decided to create a visitors centre dedicated
to the manufacturing techniques of porce-
lain and the history of Bernardaud on this
site. The musée national Adrien Dubouché
in Limoges, which has existed since 1845, is
already dedicated to artistic creation in the
city.

The « verrerie » Sainte-Anne de Baccarat,
an older company (1764), situated on the
banks of the river Meurthe, became a crys-
tal factory in 1817. The factory came into its
own under Louis-Philippe?, before gaining
absolute supremacy in the second half of
the 19th century as supplier to the most
prestigious courts in Europe8. The current
buildings of the crystal factory at the centre
of an architectural ensemble which devel-
oped progressively during the 18th and



19th centuries, revealing the social ambi-
tions of successive administrators (houses
for workers, chapel, school etc.), constitute
an industrial heritage that is second to none
and is still in working order. The idea of
creating a showcase for their products
came very early on at Baccarat : in 1831,
the company set up its Parisian sales outlet
and depot at 30bis rue du Paradis and in
1908 they created the « petits salons » so as
to present Baccarat pieces in a real home-
like setting. The location at 30bis rue du
Paradis slowly turned into a museum with a
collection of five thousand objects. In 1966
the old house of the administrator of the
Sainte Anne glassworks was chosen for the
Musée de la Manufacture. Up until 2003,
the Musée de la Manufacture and the
Musée Baccarat at 30 bis rue de Paradis
worked together as two parallel showcases
of the historical production and design of
the company.

Two different choices

Despite their rich industrial and commercial
heritage, neither site was chosen in 2003 for
the Maison Baccarat, instead they chose the
« hotel particulier » of Marie-Laure and
Charles de Noailles, place des Etats-Unis in
the 16th arrondissement in Paris. It was
built in 1895 by the architect Ernest Sanson,
and in the first half of the 20th century was
the setting for sumptuous parties and a
meeting place for the greatest artists. The
company gave Phillipe Starck a free hand in
this, the centre of surrealism to create an
exceptional presentation space in the
amazing rooms of the house. Talking
masks, crystal chimneys, spinning chande-
liers, monumental chair, visitors find
themselves in dream-like surroundings in
the new Maison Baccarat which guide them
to the actual museum part of the house.
There, three spaces are given over strictly
to the presentation of crystal pieces entitled
“Folie des Grandeurs”, “Alchimie” (deco-
rated with a dais designed by Gérard
Garouste) and “Au-dela de la transparence”
(beyond transparency). The latter is divided

into four showcases arranged thematically :
the “Légéreté, raffinement, féminité” (Light,
refinement, femininity) showcase empha-
sises technical prowess and aesthetic
audacity, the “Grands créateurs” (Great
designers) showcase places Baccarat at the
avant-garde of modernity, the “Commandes
prestigieuses” (Prestigious made-to-meas-
ure orders) showcase underlines the
exclusivity of the house, and the “Contes
d’ailleurs” (stories from elsewhere) show-
case the exotic themes which have
enriched the evolution of design at
Baccarat.

The visitor’s tour of Bernardaud is light
years away from that of Baccarat. Yves
Taralon’s? design began by clearing away
the annexe buildings that cluttered up the
factory so as to reconstitute the historic
shape of the site. The choice was then
made to emphasise the actual porcelain
manufacturing process as part of the visit :
modelling, pouring, decorating, finishing,
calibrating, varnishing etc. Particular atten-
tion was given to the demonstration of the
technique, with the idea of audience partic-
ipation an integral part of the process :
thus visitors get a chance to pour or varnish
a piece and at all of the stages of the man-
ufacturing process, one can touch the
materials, feel their fragility, truly compre-
hend the process.

The « pieéce maitresse » of this site remains
the workshop, the old pouring room with
its enormous drying boards which are
strictly kept just like in 1991. The immense
dryer is covered completely with the pieces
that were fired just before the workshop
ceased its activity in 1991, as if the workers
had just gone on a break.

Four theme-based exhibitions inspired by
the artistic heritage of Bernardaud retrace
the history of the company and its contem-
porary creative approach. This part of the
visit also retains an industrial edge : in the
old oven room pieces by contemporary
designers are displayed on the little wagons
that used to transport the pieces to the
ovens.



Making the most of brand heritage: the issues at
stake

Using these two examples, we can compare
an approach which displays artistic heritage
to one that displays industrial heritage, aes-
thetic creativity as opposed to technical
craftsmanship, an intellectual and sensorial
approach as opposed to one that appeals to
the emotions.

The recent poster and press advertising
campaigns carried out by the two compa-
nies prove the continuity of the choices
made. Bernardaud concentrated on the
object itself, a close-up shot of the piece
touching a woman’s face, the soft texture of
her skin against the hardness of the porce-
lain. In the Baccarat advert the shot was
much wider, the relationship to the object
much more dramatic in strange surround-
ings where « beauty is never reasonable ».
Where Bernardaud emphasises the object,
the materials and the senses, Baccarat
widens the field to evoke a fantastic uni-
verse —unlimited but for the fragility of
crystal.

In emphasising the production of pieces of
art rather than the glass manufacturing side,
Baccarat stands out from the tableware sec-
tor to evoke a festive atmosphere as part of
its universe while Bernardaud hones in on
porcelain as a material and magnifies this
aspect.

That is not to say that Bernardaud tour
lacks a sense of wonder, from the fairylike
atmosphere of the workshops frozen in
time in the whiteness of the kaolin, to the
beauty of the constant repetition of the
movements of the varnisher, the visitor is
touched by the true poetry of the place. At
Baccarat, beyond the spectacular museum-
like aspect of the affair there is a real
narrative, placing the production of the fac-
tory in a historical and artistic context. The
Simon vases from 1867 bring back the tech-
nical prowess of the Universal exhibition :
the Tsar’s candelabra, two of which were
never delivered, echo the Russian revolu-
tion.

To sum up, for both Bernardaud and

Baccarat, the objective is to create a sense
of wonder, through the beauty of the piece,
the beauty of the technique, but also and
above all to evoke the weight of history
around current and past production, which
alone distinguishes a luxury object from its
utilitarian counterpart whether that history
be technical, artistic, political or social.
With a structure where personnel costs run
very high, accounting for 40% of the out-
goings of the companies and where the
unitary cost for a piece is relatively high
and a high rate of damages, the porcelain
and crystal sectors, despite the automation
of certain tasks, remain reliant on crafts-
manship. By emphasising their savoir-faire
and their artistic dynamism, Bernardaud
and Baccarat stand out from the competi-
tion from lower quality products and
imports, from brands with no history or
past. However, quality, the result of this
savoir-faire and creativity is not, according
to Denis Woronoff, the preserve of luxury
products: « Historians have learned to
throw off this restrictive idea. Quality is not
restricted to luxury products (...) ; it is the
union of certain characteristics and apt uses
for a piece of merchandise!®.” Following
this definition, quality exists outside the
realm of luxury products with which it is
too often associated and in return it is not
enough to characterise them.

History plays an important role in defining
a luxury product and making it stand out,
in true historical terms or more broadly
diegetic terms that can be felt through an
object by the lovers of luxury, like art
lovers, who form a community of people
« in the know » and who speak the same
language. Much has been said about a
more personal luxury, more intimate, for
oneself — opposing the luxury of today and
the luxury of yesterday. This does not mean
that the desire for distinction that governs
the consumption of luxury items has
abated, but it has moved to the satisfaction
of an intellectual distinction rather than a
material distinction. With this perspective,
opening the history and heritage of a lux-
ury goods company to the public means



touching a new public and offering another
means of access, not by a drop in quality
but by an initiation to beauty.

Eugénie Briot
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From the shop window to the museum: the rela-
tionship between a brand and its heritage
Bruno Remaury

If we consider when the big French luxury
brands in fashion, accessories and perfume
were established, we realise that over half
(and not the minor ones) were set up
before the fifties. The brands in the luxury
product sector are among the oldest, their
pre-eminent position in their sector having
obviously contributed to their longevity. As
a result, these are brands that are brimming
with age and heritage, heritage that is the
source of their legitimacy — and doubtless
one of their specific qualities — as well as
being a constituent of their sales offer. In
other words, the history of a luxury brand is
of course first of all a strategic and stylistic
reservoir (used to greater or lesser effect by
certain brands, but that is not the issue)
while also constituting that which they put
on show (for consumption). This second
point leads us to the following question:
what are the visual and narrative ways in
which the heritage of a brand is put to use
in the global strategy of the brand offer —
from the products themselves to advertising
and point of sale? We can list five which are
all forms of the eruption of the past in the
present of the brand:

1. The brand refers back to the context of
its era, that is to say it explicitly displays
elements that are not directly linked to the
heritage of the brand but that hark back to
another time meant to evoke (or describe)

its origin. This strategy was quite common
in the seventies and eighties which
favoured nostalgic revivals — remember the
persistence of the retro looks of the 73 — 78
period. This is a form of evocation that con-
cerns mainly the older brands with jaded
heritages such as Lanvin or Courreges.
Behind this type of reference there is a real
logic of reconstitution, the idea being to
recreate an era (through the décor, environ-
ment, stylistic features etc.) so as to enable
the placement of the brand in this era.
A more recent example is Burberry’s adver-
tising campaign which followed the
redevelopment of the brand which pro-
jected images of the aristocratic Edwardian
era (the birthplace of the brand) with
numerous references to Shakespeare and
Lewis Carroll. However, this method, even
though it is used by brands with authentic
but jaded heritages, is also used by brands
without any real history thus creating their
own aura of legitimacy through reconstitu-
tion - the most glaring example of which is
Ralph Lauren but also more discreetly
Giorgio Armani with regular references to
the thirties.

2. The brand possesses a certain stylistic
repertoire that is its own — heritage that
usually comes from the product itself — and
to which it refers constantly as it evolves.
Depending on the brand the size of this
heritage is obviously favoured by the way
in which the head designer works, whether
or not the designer retains the same range
of styles from one collection to the next.
The longer the “dynamic” creative period of
the brand, the broader and richer the her-
itage will become as is evident in the case
of Jean Paul Gaultier or Yves Saint Laurent.
This “natural” heritage can then be altered
or interpreted differently in the future espe-
cially when the head designer changes and
the newcomer wishes to anchor his or her
work in the heritage of the brand like Tom
Ford doing tuxedos at Saint Laurent or Karl
Lagerfeld doing tweed suits at Chanel.
However, whether it is a heritage of “inven-
tion” or “reinvention” the logic is the same:



reworking and transforming the classics to
bring them up to date. This logic is preva-
lent today in all brands, at least those who
have constituted a minimum amount of
heritage.

3. The brand possesses a collection of time-
less emblems that are its own and that are
used as a kind of refrain that suggests a
sense of belonging on designs that can in
theory constitute a total departure from the
stylistic heritage of the brand mentioned in
point 2. This repertoire of stylistic emblems
(logos, symbols) is relatively stable, even
though the race for innovation among the
bigger groups in recent years has made
them evolve all the more quickly. However,
the evolution is usually gradual so as to
avoid losing sight of the brand and main-
taining its recognition value. The list is
endless — each big brand has at least one,
sometimes more and they come in all
shapes and sizes (object, motif, logo, pat-
tern) from the Chanel flower to Burberry’s
Nova check, Vuitton’s monogram or the H
at Hermes. These logos/signs have progres-
sively become a way of ensuring the
continuity of the brand heritage they per-
petuate the emblem of brand (deformed,
reworked, coloured) reminding consumers
where the product comes from and at the
same time serving as an identity symbol. In
passing we must also mention that this type
of heritage must be handled delicately and
in the same way that the evolution of a sty-
listic heritage must be “iconoclastic” that of
the emblematic heritage must be discreet:
one must “change without changing” avoid-
ing sudden departures that might damage
the clarity of the message. It is worth noting
then that when Tom Ford took over Gucci
and made drastic changes in the stylistic
heritage, the brand codes (logo, bamboo,
red and green strap) remained untouched.

4. The brand explicitly refers back to its
past and juxtaposes it with the present,
most often at the point of sale either by
evoking the past in architectural details, in
the visuals used or more directly by the use

of antiques. This more recent method is
used to hammer home the origins, the
craftsmanship and the age of the brand to
the consumer and the narrative that consti-
tutes its past, whether they be centred
around the craftsmanship alone (trunks at
Louis Vuitton, photos of the workshops at
Loewe) or on the story of the brand (pho-
tos of famous clients at Ferragamo, videos
of historic shows at Dior, architectural
history at the Hermés HQ). We can also
include the re-edition of vintage products at
least when this is an explicit strategy such
as Dior’s Duchess of Windsor bag with spe-
cific window dressing around the bag
including a photo of the duchess. This
museum-like approach is confrontational
enabling the brand to express traces of its
past and its contemporary spirit in the same
location. In fact it reproduces what the con-
sumers of these brands have in mind when
they come to buy: an image of the past and
at the same time, if not radical modernity, a
certain up-to-dateness in the product to be
purchased there. It must be noted that in
some brands this confrontational strategy is
not used systematically and may be just
used in specific circumstances around a
window display or as a point of sale feature
as is often the case at Dior. Apart from the
point of sale — today the main vector for
expressing one’s heritage in this manner —
certain examples can exist in press and
advertising such as the Chanel catalogue for
clients with old photos of Coco Chanel and
their modern “equivalent” — here a direct
juxtaposition of two expressions of the
same style.

5. The brand gets involved in a direct her-
itage policy and creates specially designed
spaces in which to display their heritage.
This is a recent policy and one of the pre-
cursors was undoubtedly the Yves Saint
Laurent house, one of the first to have cre-
ated a museum even though it was not
open to the public, recently added to with
the establishment of a foundation in the
building of the couture house. It is however
a policy that has existed in the other houses



for a long time, Hermes has had its own
museum for sometime and is being copied
by a number of other brands. Diverse
museum-like forms which range from the
purely historical (such as the Vuitton
museum in Asnieres) to a logic close to the
confrontational strategy mentioned in point
4 —a very good recent example of which is
the Baccarat museum. It is basically a direct
method of displaying heritage using
museum methods that can indeed by added
to or replaced by the gallery exhibition
method (Armani at the Guggenheim),
another recent strategy initiated once again
by Yves Saint Laurent and his invitation to
exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum in
1983.

These are diverse strategies which also cor-
respond to a more general evolution: the
five methods outline above are in fact more
or less chronological and it seems evident
that the museum option (points 4 and 5),
which has appeared recently will continue
to develop as the work on the repertoire in
points 2 and 3 (both stylistic and emblem-
atic) remains an obligatory passage, though
less to signify ones heritage and more to
help it survive. If we consider the above
points as a form of inter-textuality, in other
words the way in which narratives inter-
twine, points 2 and 3 are less directly forms
of inter-textuality of heritage than they are
simple natural developments of heritage
and the two last points are on the contrary
more directly modes of explicit intertwining
of the past and present of the brand — a
statement which leads us to surmise that
the narrative of a brand must be built from
the past and the present and even more so
in times to come.

Bruno Remaury,
Professor at the IFM



The luxury business seen through the prism of
information technology
Laurent Raoul

Is there a relationship between the per-
formance levels of a company and the
extent to which it uses information techno-
logy ? This question is currently being
studied by a number of economists world-
wide who have realised recently that the
very high performance levels of certain
American companies at the tail end of the
current slump can be explained by their
pragmatic and intensive use of information
technology. Will this phenomenon eventu-
ally come to constitute a hard and fast rule
of the modern economy and as a result one
day be applicable to the luxury goods
industry? In actual fact, given the change-
able nature of today’s information
technology, asking this particular question
also leads us to ask what actual information
brings added value to these businesses? Is it
data linked to management, data about the
clientele, graphic and photographic data or
other types? At this stage of the analysis it
can be said that data linked to heritage and
savoir-faire are specific value-generators for
the luxury goods sector and they merit par-
ticular attention.

The last fifteen years have been a intense
time in IT and has lead to an important but
imperceptible change within the luxury
goods sector. While the party line from
company directors was concentrated on
questions traditionally linked to brand iden-
tity, design, or the distribution issue and
the preservation of the savoir-faire ; entire
sections of their « back-offices » were

undergoing profound but silent change. To
a certain extent the computerisation of their
activities as that is the question here, hap-
pened without any real strategic objective,
often with the simple will to solve regular
work place issues and logistical problems,
sometimes with an unconsciously Taylorian
vision.

In retrospect, it is easier to outline the areas
in which information systems appeared in
the luxury goods industry between the end
of the 70’s and the beginning of the 21st
century.

The first uses of IT concerned financial
management, human resources, sales
administration. This apparition was justified
by short-term necessity. Calculators and
type-writers had to be replaced. Then came
a long stationary period for most compa-
nies which lasted until the end of the
eighties, a decade that saw the emergence
of a new generation of computers and CGI
(computer generated images). In parallel
with this the appearance of integrated dis-
tribution systems led the way for Retail
Management Systems so that head office
could control boutiques and department
store sections centrally. Simultaneously the
traditional commercial administration appli-
cations were equipped with production
management software which mastered the
logistics chain. Even more recently, PDM
(Product data management) systems
appeared to manage stocks and collections
linked to the development of products
before their mass production, with the
intention of controlling deadlines in the
production cycle of collections. In addition
digital photography has organically
invaded fashion shoots and press. The end
of the nineties was a turbulent period for
the Internet but certain traces remain
nonetheless with visual sites from the big
brands which mix institutional information
and product information, some even doing
on-line sales such as the LVMH
eluxury.com site.

Finally a fundamental trend has been
emerging for the past two years involving
the management and use of brand heritage



and company history through « Knowledge
management » systems or the electronic
management of documents which bring the
archives to life adding value to them daily.
It can be predicted that this generation of
information tools will constitute a specific
lever for luxury goods companies, as they
are part of an industry that constantly looks
to its past in order to face the present.
Finally, a number of prestigious houses
have today constituted broad, cumbersome
and complex information systems without
ever making this development obvious.
We can thus observe that in terms of infor-
mation technology in luxury goods
companies, a significant number of compa-
nies turn down invitations to seminars on
the subject arguing that it is an issue they
do not wish to advertise, meaning perhaps
they fear their image might be adversely
affected. In 1984 the director of a presti-
gious couture and prét a porter house
stated that information technology would
take years to catch on within the industry
and might never happen. He has been
proven wrong however, like many others.
The arrival in the nineties of design soft-
ware, desktop publishing and later
scanners and digital reproduction. Today
that company is one of the most advanced
in terms of heritage/knowledge manage-
ment using IT.

Specific information systems for the luxury goods
industry ?

We can consider that there is an intersecting
point of great potential between the possi-
bilities offered by IT and certain issues
specific to the luxury goods industry. I will
take the opportunity to outline a few here.
If Pascal Morand’s theory espoused in an
article in the previous issue of Mode de
recherchel is true, that our economies will
be obliged to « embrace the immaterial » in
the decades to come, then information,
which is by definition immaterial, has pride
of place in the panoply of tools of the
future and even more so in its digital form.
Digital information with its fluidity, capacity

for cut and paste, aptitude for world-wide
transmission in real time through networks
like the Internet carries out what we can
refer to as economic proselytism?2, For com-
panies who wish to keep a tight rein on
their image, information control is of the
utmost importance, especially if they wish
to develop their image around a homoge-
nous message in an environment that is
constantly changing. Information technol-
ogy gives access to this type of facility. The
main compatibility between luxury indus-
tries and digital information systems is also
reinforced by the technical capacities now
available to manipulate all types of infor-
mation, text, images, sound and
programmes of a very high quality — sup-
posing one knows how to manipulate them
— and often conform with the very high
qualitative expectations of the actors in this
sector. Above all, taking into account the
prices for which the products retail, luxury
industries are obliged to provide an excep-
tional service to their wholesale and retail
clientele, something unique, not available
elsewhere. For example it is interesting to
note the number of computer projects in
the high-quality watch-making sector or in
the luxury leather goods sector aimed at
identifying their clients and the merchan-
dise they possess so as to provide an
impeccable, personalised after sales service
in terms of repairs and maintenance. If
management consultants refer to this as
Consumer Relationship management, per-
sonalised services for clientele is a more apt
description. In the decade to come a strate-
gic issue for the luxury goods industry in
terms of information technology will be to
set up systems based on point of sale termi-
nals which can identify a client in real or
semi-real time so as to supply a service per-
fectly adapted to that client’s expectations
and habits. In this domain certain compa-
nies have already done a U-turn in terms of
their attitude to information technology by
beginning to formulate ideas on possible
portable miniature technologies such as
wireless terminals (WIFID) to accompany
clients within the sales spaces, supplying



snippets of information and taking care of
the more boring aspects of the purchase
such as payment etc.

RFID (Radio Frequency Identification)
technology based on miniature circuits
inserted in the actual merchandise should
constitute a significant innovation which
will enable security to be enhanced without
the knowledge of the clientele, using chips
not unlike the chips on bank cards — we
should remember here the out and out
rejection of the in the 80’s and 90’s of the
barcode system by luxury brands as it was
thought it gave the products a mass-pro-
duced image. It is also important to note
that certain mass-produced brands are also
examining interactive sales techniques and
technology for their retail outlets despite
the relatively low prices of the products. It
is possible that in the long term luxury
product clients will no longer accept that
the relationship they have with their
favourite brands is of a lesser quality than
that they maintain with more common
brands, brands we now know are also pop-
ular with this segment.

This type of debate on the tension that
reigns between tradition and modernity
was already seriously repositioned in the
luxury car sector in the 80’s, a sector in
which for a long time it was considered that
high-tech equipment would not be seen as
appropriate for the often either Italian or
English traditional luxury car manufactur-
ers. However this position was successfully
transformed in the 90’s under new owner-
ship from big industry. It is probable that
this change will also occur in the other lux-
ury brand sectors under the direction of the
new « luxury capitalists » in the recently
formed big groups around the big-name
brands.

Conservation and exploitation of heritage

As mentioned above, total control of brand
image and identity, enabling them to
develop without reneging on their original
values, constitutes a strategic obligation for
the actors in the luxury goods industry. This

obligation is all the more important given
the pressure from the market and share-
holders to raise the design and commercial
capacity of new products, even new ranges
outside the traditional remit of the brand.
This task is reinforced by the periodic
changes in “star” designers which shake up
old habits and the original value schemas.
The current resurgence of the issue sur-
rounding the exploitation of brand heritage
is doubtless linked to these new preoccu-
pations and it is accompanied by an entire
cortege of tools among which Knowledge
Management systems are beginning to find
a specific place. By giving potentially
world-wide but restricted and protected
access, enabling use of the archives without
actually physically touching them, by
instantaneously bringing together different
types of content (text, photographic, video)
electronic management systems offer many
possibilities for the exploitation of a brand
heritage rather than its conservation.

The experiments presented at the
Rencontres Internationales d’'Hyeres 2004 at
the round table discussion on heritage dis-
played the high level of expectation from
companies and their networks in terms of
heritage. The reasons given for this boost in
interest in electronic archives are varied
and numerous : for some preparing exhibi-
tions of retrospectives or other pieces, or to
answer external requests for articles or
research is not workable without a digital
means of communication as the archives
are enormous. For others, it is a question of
time or money, that can justify the manipu-
lation of immaterial data rather than
working directly with the physical archives.
For others again, having created numerous
sites linked to design and advertising
around their main commercial activities,
they see the possibility to structure the
information made available to a widely
spread group.

In their attempts to digitise their heritage or
archives, the luxury goods houses often
mention the problem of the dissuasive «
plateau effect » which is often felt at the
origin of the projects when digitising exist-



