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Foreword
Back to the Future of Luxury











1. Introduction


Maria Eugenia Giron has told a compelling story of how the future of the luxury industry involves embracing social and environmental concerns closely to the heart. Her voice is compelling, given her experience in the luxury industry, and the fact that she has been serving the environment through her work with Oceana.


Not everyone understands the central importance of sustainability to the future of luxury as Maria does. Therefore, I'm pleased to be given the opportunity to tackle some of the last remaining sources of doubt, if you have any, about both the commercial and moral imperatives that Maria has laid out; even in these challenging economic times.


2. Coming to Luxury


I met Maria in India, where I was giving a speech on sustainable luxury in March 2009. It was only my first presentation to the luxury industry, as I was new to luxury. For 14 years I had been working on the role of business in sustainable development. Living in Geneva while working for the United Nations, I had passed by advertisements for luxury goods on a daily basis, but not really thought much about what they were telling me, and what lay behind the images. The idea to work on luxury did not come from my attraction to the brands themselves.


Rather I wanted to use the brands! I was advising the UK branch of the environmental organisation WWF on how they could increase global commitment to sustainable lifestyles. In North America and Europe, charities like WWF have some profile, but far less in the emerging markets, where consumption has spiralled. I asked myself the question – how can we help to make sustainable living sexy in middle class Asia? I realised that luxury brands are global, and are huge in certain emerging markets, spend the most on advertising and are shaping what people aspire to in society. So, if Louis Vuitton were to say it's sexy to be green, that could have far more impact than WWF saying that, in, for instance, Hong Kong or Taipei.


The result of that work was a report I produced for WWF-UK in 2007, called “Deeper Luxury: quality and style when the world matters”. In it we mapped out the sustainability challenge and the reasons why luxury brands could do a lot more. We ranked companies and provided some examples and tips, as well as a charter for responsible brand endorsement by celebrities. The report took off around the world, appearing in over 50 newspapers and on television. I even ended up in Tatler; a dubious indicator of success for an environmentalist.


As I got more involved in the luxury industry, I began to realise its incredible potential to prefigure the way we need to relate to products and services in future if we are to live in a sustainable society. I suppose I became another example of the effect Maria describes, becoming drawn into the fascinating world of luxury. My appearance on these pages is the result – demonstration of how I'm now fully entwined in the wonderful web of the luxury industry.


Nevertheless social and environmental goals still drive my engagement in the industry. At its most basic sustainability is about people being in harmony with nature, each other and ourselves. As our societies have developed, our work and ways of living have had both a positive and negative impact on that harmony. You might have heard that before. What's important is to feel it, as much as to “know” it.


I want you to take a moment to sense what restoring that harmony could feel like. So, therefore, I'm going to ask you to put down this book. Don't worry, you haven't wasted your money, as I do want you to pick it up again, but only after doing the following exercise:


First, try to recall a moment when you think you won an argument, or clinched a deal, or got promoted. Think of how it felt. You may find it helpful if you close your eyes for the next few moments while you remember a moment and how it felt, before continuing reading.


Second, now try to recall a moment when you were in nature, perhaps looking at a sunset, or where you completely lost yourself in the moment of something you enjoy doing. Close your eyes again and try to taste that feeling, before continuing reading.


Now contrast this feeling of being lost in a moment with the first –the feeling generated within you when you won out on something.


Was that first feeling one of self-promotion – a worldly feeling? Did the second feeling seem as if it came from your soul?


This is a reflection recommended to us by Anthony De Mello, a Jesuit priest who hailed from Mumbai, and integrated Eastern and Western philosophies. He says the worldly feelings are not really natural. I quote “they were invented by your society and your culture to make you productive and to make you controllable. These feelings do not produce the nourishment and happiness that is produced when one contemplates nature or enjoys the company of one's friends or work. They were meant to provide thrills, excitement – and emptiness.”


He suggests we are weighed down by these worldly motivations for approval, popularity, and power. He is suggesting that, actually, less can be more, and “I” can become “we”. That is also a sustainability message. Because sustainability is not so much a challenge out there, but in here (imagine my finger pointing to my heart). Sustainability comes down to how conscious we are in our work. A sustainable luxury industry will flow from a sustainable luxury profession of people inspired by creating things and experiences that generate well-being for everyone involved, and restoring the biological diversity and balance of our planet.


Fear often holds us back from living and working in full consciousness. In considering corporate responsibility in the luxury sector, there is a nagging fear that there is something fundamentally contradictory between luxury and sustainability. We could call these the moral conundrums of sustainable luxury. Some executives fear that we can't do that much, particularly given the difficult economic situation and the limited awareness of consumers in key growth markets. We could call these the commercial conundrums of sustainable luxury. These conundrums can hold us back from engaging fully, soulfully, in sustainability. Therefore, in this chapter I will explore and hopefully resolve these conundrums, and so make the case for sustainability even stronger.


3. The Commercial Conundrums


Is it really possible to place sustainability at the heart of your business, given the difficult economic challenges and the limited awareness of consumers in key growth markets? I worried about this, but looking at it closely, i'm relieved I will explain.


4. The Attitude of New Consumers


In hearing reassurances about the financial sustainability of brands and luxury groups we often hear about of the strength of the Asian market. The majority of Louis Vuitton's sales are in Asia. There are more Hermès stores in Hong Kong than Paris, more Gucci stores in Hong Kong than New York. China is set to become the largest luxury brands market by 2015. Their economies are still growing, middle classes expanding, and fashion consciousness rising.


The difficulty I've been told about by some executives is that such consumers are not aware of social and environmental aspects of brands and don't really care. However, since 2008, market research points to a wave of environmental awareness sweeping through Asia. Research done by some WPP agencies, found that Chinese consumers now see the environment as a higher priority than do their US and UK counterparts. 69 percent of the Chinese respondents said that they expected to spend more on environmentally friendly products in the coming year. The French agency IFOP researched levels of environmental concern in June 2008, and found that emerging market consumers concerns are higher in Brazil, China and India than in Europe. More unpacking and interrogating of the nature of this concern is required to gauge its relevance for corporate strategy, but it shows the awareness is now there.


Consumer awareness takes time to translate into consumer behaviour, because we can't chose what doesn't exist, or behave differently when we are unclear about our options. As the connections are made between what we buy and the environment we live in, the commercial implications are huge. So it is time to empower the consumer with the right information and better choices, which means the first conundrum is not so real. Instead, we have an opportunity to help consumers in emerging markets make the connection between their concerns and their lifestyles, including the products and services they consume.


5. Economic Difficulties


Many luxury companies are the very best at what they do, whether that's watch making, boat building, resort management, and so on. The crafts themselves may be excellent, and the sincerity about quality and style can be very strong. But what groups such diverse companies together as “luxury” is not so much that excellence, but consumer perceptions of what “luxury” means and a company's need to understand how to continue to appeal to the consumer of “luxury” as much as the consumer of the particular product or service sold by the company. If there ever was such a thing as a luxury industry, then it is endangered because of the volatile economic situation. More people are thinking twice about any discretionary spending. They are questioning the true value of what they buy, and how it appears to others at a time of increasing hardship. The ability and motivation to buy what is, to some, unnecessarily expensive, will therefore decline. In such a context, luxury must become something meaningful and lasting, providing the most enduring products and experiences to consumers.


Therefore the economic crisis is ushering in a fundamental change in world power and consumer values that moves social and environmental excellence from an option to a category-defining dimension of luxury brands.


This may resonate at a conceptual level, but how does it translate into the board room, when the numbers are being looked at? What I often hear now goes something like “Sustainability is exciting and we recognise it is the future, but first we must ride out this slump, so we've got to focus on sales!” When times are tough, budgets are cut and most new spending must relate to revenue generation. Where does that leave the responsible business agenda? I believe it leaves it where it should be – at the top of the agenda. Because it can be approached not just as a cost of doing business or investing in building a great company and brand over the long term, but as a major opportunity for innovation in design and marketing that can generate sales today, in this challenging marketplace. That's because the economic downturn means people care as much about business responsibility as ever before, while brand leadership on public issues makes a great story, and a sustainability mindset can transform apparent problems into opportunities. Let's explore each in turn.


First, we need to look closer at what the crash of 2008 has done to consumer sentiment. Havas Media conducted research at the beginning of 2009 and their data shows that more than one consumer in three is “extremely concerned” about environmental pollution, water shortages, poverty and inequality, the depletion of natural resources, and of course climate change. Guy Champniss of Havas explains that “despite the current financial mayhem and the subsequent personal impacts, consumers are not losing sight of these longer-term issues. Rather than dismissing sustainability in the face of economic uncertainty, it appears consumers are recognising that much of this uncertainty has been caused by a lack of sustainability.“ When asked if business should be active in finding solutions to the environmental and social challenges facing us all, 80% agreed unreservedly. Even in the current economic climate, 48% claim to be ready to pay a premium for goods and services they consider to be responsibly produced. Champniss concludes that consumers now reward more than they punish brands for social and environmental performance.“We believe the importance of this shift cannot be underestimated. Because if consumers are now looking to endorse more than to boycott, companies can enter into a radically different dialogue with their consumers – a dialogue that moves away from the defensive and risk-oriented, towards the optimistic and engaging.“ The good news is that Havas, like IFOP and WPP agencies before them, have found that this consumer concern is now global, not just limited to advanced Western markets.


The second reason for embracing sustainability as an opportunity in difficult times is the readiness of the media to cover stories of brand leadership on public issues, and of readers to engage with such stories. In 2009 Tiffany used its famous window displays in New York to communicate its campaign to stop the industry being involved in coral harvesting, which damages marine ecosystems. Each display uses gossamer fabric to form waves of colour and bubbles which swirl around vibrant coral shapes sculpted in resin. The ocean-themed windows inform the public that corals and the reef systems which they create, provide marine life with food and fertile grounds for reproduction – a role that is increasingly threatened. “Today, corals are in crisis—the result of destructive fishing methods, climate change, and their removal for use as decorative objects and jewellery,” said Michael Kowalski, CEO of Tiffany & Co. “In 2002 we discontinued selling coral jewellery, concluding that in a world where corals and reef communities are under siege, we could not be complicit in their destruction. It is our hope to raise consumer awareness of this important issue and to urge fellow jewellers to join us in refusing to sell coral jewellery.” The press coverage generated from the window displays has been huge. In August a search with the terms “+coral +Tiffany +window” generated 150,000 pages from newspapers, organisations and consumer blogs. The campaign continues, so you can search for yourself now to see the impact of this important corporate campaign. Not only does it raise awareness of the issue, it also attracts more consumers to view the window displays, and in some cases, enter the stores.


The third reason for embracing sustainability now relates to the core of your business: how you see the world, and the realms of possibility that this vision permits.


Picture a landfill, with a truck dumping stuff and birds swirling over head. What do you see? Canadian fashion designer Kresse Wesling sees opportunity. She sees the chance to reclaim huge amounts of industrial waste and upcycle them into new consumer products, thereby reducing the wastefulness of our society, and our need to gobble up more natural resources. She started with de-commissioned British fire brigade hoses which, after a distinguished career fighting fires and saving lives, were destined for landfill. She uses them as material for designer belts, bags and cuff links. 50% of profits from the fire-hose line are donated to the Fire Fighters Charity. In the June 2009 issue of Vogue, Mario Testino shows Cameron Diaz wearing one of her E&KO fire-hose belts. How fire-hose went from waste to waist, was through the imagination inspired by Kresse's passion for our planet. It began with a desire to do something creative with the waste fire hose, and after reading the Deeper Luxury report that I had written for WWF, Kresse thought “those luxury brands aren't getting higher than C+. We'll take that industry on, get an A+, prove it can be done.”


At a time of sales stagnation for many luxury brands, the E&KO company has been booming. A small start up, with no starting capital at all, using free materials and their own effort, funding their growth simply by sales revenue, E&KO is now an award winning business. “In our first year we had a turnover of about 15,000 pounds sterling, as we were focused on R&D. We have not finished our second year and we already have turnover of 200,000 pounds. I don't think that growth will slow. Why? 99 million tonnes of waste goes to landfill in the UK each year. We are specialists at upcycling, building value into waste. We know where the waste is, what works, which cleaning and manufacturing processes to match with which materials and we are highly motivated.”


E&KO is a brand on a mission, where the success of the brand can create a cultural shift. “We should have a zero waste society – where we don't waste anything, not energy, not talent, not textiles, not ideas, not leftovers, not opportunities… ” Kresse says. Sustainability invites us to learn from nature, where nothing is a waste. Is this easier said than done? Not for this award winning business woman. She didn't reply to my email yesterday. Why? “I was making plum and apple chutney until midnight last night, because the plums were about to rot on the tree and there were five windfall apples in the yard.”


A sustainability mindset can transform apparent problems into opportunities. Just as a waste can be a resource, a tough economic climate can drive us to innovate new approaches to design and marketing. To make this work, however, it must be done authentically. In the Havas research mentioned above, two-thirds of consumers strongly believed any activity by corporations on this agenda is purely an image-led initiative. Might this be why consumer concern for social and environmental issues does not manifest itself in equivalent levels of ethical shopping behaviour? It may be less a case of consumers saying one thing and doing another, than that they perceive businesses as inconsistent and insincere, often rightly so. This reminds us that leading luxury brands have a responsibility as well as opportunity, to enlist consumers on the journey towards a fair and sustainable economy. This is the challenge that falls to marketing professionals, who sense the way the world is changing but don't feel they have a basis on which to promote the social and environmental qualities of their products. In such cases, cause-related marketing is a quick and easy win. Ultimately though, the solution is an integration of sustainability thinking across the organisation – and the marketing function has a key role to play in that process. It's time to market sustainability internally, not only as a driver of value, but as a way of imagining new business opportunities. Luckily, real efforts in this arena can create a buzz within media and amongst consumers, and help to sustain sales during a slump.


6. Out of recession


As I write this, Spain is in the midst of a tough recession with about 18 percent unemployment. So is it right to discuss either luxury or sustainability at such difficult economic times? Yes it is, for three reasons. First, because luxury is global and demand continues to grow in many markets. Second because compared to France and Italy, this country has a tiny luxury industry, despite strong crafts, skills and heritage. Third because one of the proven ways to enter the world of the global luxury brands is to base your brand personality on social or environmental excellence. Therefore if Spain develops a substantive sustainable luxury industry, it will be able to access growing markets, and diversify its economic base, helping to escape this recession, and prepare for future economic pressures that are likely, due to climate change, resource overuse and peak oil.


People may talk of the current crisis as a global one, yet that hides the reality that business is still booming in many emerging markets. One retailer in South Korea reported a 28% increase in luxury watch sales in the first quarter of 2009, year on year. In Qatar, luxury brand sales are still rising. Louis Vuitton reported 1st quarter earnings up 11 percent in 2009, year on year. The online luxury trade continues to grow, month by month.


For the French and Italian economies, their luxury industries are helping them through these difficult economic times, due to the continued strength of demand in emerging markets. Spain, however, has a tiny luxury sector by comparison. There are some interesting brands, such as Loewe and Carrera Y Carrera, but the sector as a whole is small. This is not because Spain does not have the crafts, skills or heritage. It has produced top designers, but not many have developed powerful Spanish-based brands. Paco Rabanne and Balenciaga went to Paris, Manolo Blahnik went to London. Given the international interest in Spanish culture, partly due to its historical connections with the America's and beyond, and demonstrated well by its tourism industry, there is vast potential for Spanish brands and designers to achieve global luxury status.


Maria has given some insight into the complexity and serendipity involved in successful luxury brand management. One message is clear – it is not easy to create a luxury brand. Many brands carefully guard which other brands they associate with, in order to maintain their image of exclusivity. Having a wonderful product, with a great tradition behind it, is not sufficient. There needs to be a story, a message, a meaning to your brand. One of the ways of creating a global luxury brand from fresh, that is proven, is to embody social or environmental excellence. For instance Stella McCartney is a new luxury brand, which places a particular environmental approach front and centre in its design concepts. It caught the eye of PPR and the Gucci Group, who are now helping it become a major global brand.


Have you heard of an Irish luxury brand? Apart from Wedgewood, its rather difficult to name one. But not any more. In 2009 LVMH bought a large stake in the new Irish brand Edun. It seeks to make all its products in a way that contributes to social development and minimise environmental harm. The belief that LVMH has shown in Edun demonstrates how a country without a tradition in global luxury can give rise to new luxury brands on the basis of their social and environmental quality. Clearly Stella McCartney and Edun must offer high quality designs, but the deeper meanings of their products are also key.


In Spain, brands could seize the potential of sustainable luxury as a smart strategy for moving out of recession. In doing so, it would open up the potential to communicate the sexiness of sustainability beyond Spain, in particular to Latin America, and to support the social and environmentally conscious business people across the Latin world.


7. Moral Conundrums


Although I have focused most of my time in the past couple of years in convincing the luxury industry of the importance of sustainability, as the idea has spread, I have increasingly been challenged by people who work in the social or environmental fields. “How could luxury ever be sustainable?” they say. When we discuss further, two main issues arise. First is that luxury must be immoral in societies with persistent poverty. Second, that luxury is wasteful and we need to transcend consumerism if we are to create sustainable societies. On reflection, I consider the moral conundrums to be things we can find answers to. However, to answer them properly means that luxury business leaders will need to have courage and transform their businesses for the good.


8. Poverty and Inequality


The social legitimacy of luxury becomes more challenging in situations of extreme inequality and absolute poverty. Within sustainability there is a principle of fairness and social equity. Some people consider that luxury involves excess, so it could never be moral while there is poverty. That's quite a conundrum.


The Imperial Hotel in Delhi where I spoke about sustainable luxury is one of the top hotels in India – a country with huge amounts of poverty. Indeed, during the days after the conference I went down to the Taj Mahal and then near the border of the state of Madhya Pradesh. UNICEF has reported that at the very same period, in some villages six out of every ten children in that state are malnourished.


The two worlds of Indian luxury and poverty collided when the two Slumdog Millionaire child actors from Mumbai's slums fronted a fashion show. The success and subject matter of the Slumdog film raised debates about poverty and child protection, and the role and responsibility of the creative industries, like film. One response to this situation is charity. Designers Ashima and Leena announced a Jai Ho Foundation to support children like the actors Rubina and Azahruddin.


If done well, charity can help. But it rarely addresses root causes. In my ten years as a consultant to the UN on development issues I have been constantly reminded of one thing. People with low incomes do not want our charity, but their dignity and opportunity – which basically means good education, a safe environment and decent work. Just like you or I, no one appreciates pity. But solidarity and support is always welcome.


The economy of Madyha Pradesh has been booming but it doesn't trickle down well unless you have responsible businesses buying from responsible businesses. Therefore the best way to reduce inequality and poverty is for the products and services we make to provide decent work throughout the value chain.


To illustrate I'll mention one breakthrough British luxury brand. For several years jeweller and anthropologist Pippa Small has been designing jewellery made by fair trade groups. Her range for Nicole Fahri's store in New Bond Street is produced by a group of slum-dwellers in Nairobi using discarded brass and recycled glass. The product line is helping ensure the workers’ children go to school, has funded a crèche, is teaching them computing skills, and shows them how to run a business. Pippa believes the reason the Farhi range sells so well is “because people feel good wearing jewellery that is doing some good, as opposed to exploiting people”. But she also notes that “buyers in big stores often don't get it. They think that jewellery made in slums equals something horrible and dirty, rather than seeing that giving people skills offers them an opportunity to get out of there. ”


At the International Herald Tribune event in Delhi I was pleased to find some similar innovations occurring in the high end fashion sector in India. The Bombay Electric brand is working with WomenWeave, to source materials from women working in villages, so that high end fashion can promote social development.


So we need not ignore. We need not feel guilty. Neither actually helps. Instead, the conundrum can be resolved if luxury comes to embody a fullness of our ability to live in solidarity with everyone we influence. It's ambitious But are luxury brands not always ambitious?


9. Sustainable Consumption


We only have one planet, don't we? Yet some aspire to live as if we have five. If everyone lived like Americans we would need five planets of biological resources to support us. But it's not simply a Western binge. Estimates put Malaysia at four planet lifestyles, Dubai at ten. Some research suggests the Indian middle classes now have a carbon footprint higher than the average Briton. The impacts are profound. For thousands of years the river Ganges has been revered. The Himalayan glacier that feeds it is shrinking by 40 metres a year, meaning it could disappear altogether in 20 years, and with it the Ganges in the dry season. Water is precious; to some it can be sacred. The shirts on your back took a few thousand litres of water to create. If we cherished our belongings more, we would use less water, as well as less energy and other resources. To cut carbon emissions we have to reduce our consumption of resources. We only have about ten years to transform our development so we don't tip the world into catastrophic climate change. If you don't believe it, you've been living in a bubble.


The Herald Tribune had organised a conference for the luxury industry in India for a variety of reasons. But one was that many luxury executives were working out ways to better sell Western brands into that highly complex market. Key to that is promoting a consumer fashion culture in a country where style traditions are centuries old and slow to change. Yet we know our world can't cope with another billion embracing unbridled consumerism and a throwaway society. It would be an epic tragedy for some of our brightest minds to work on that, at a time when we need their talent to create a sustainable future.


What’s the answer? Become the best. Offer the best environmental option. Luxury brands have the margin and mandate to create the most environmentally friendly products and services. The great thing about luxury brands is that the way consumers relate to them actually prefigures the way we need consumers to relate to all their products. To look after them, to repair them, to see them as becoming vintage not garbage.


So luxury need not be pale green, seeking to reduce its environmental impact a little to protect its reputation. That would be understandable, but it wouldn't be real luxury. Instead, let us seek to create products and services that are actually environmentally restorative. So that by buying them, people are helping the environment. One example is the UN's Biotrade initiative, which is working with brands to develop skins and other products that create new revenues to pay for conservation of species and their ecosystems.


Once we have created environmentally restorative products and services, then let us integrate that into the marketing and advertising of them in new markets, to help guide that wave of environmental awareness into more beneficial environmental behaviours. Those of us working in or with the luxury industry have the power to shape aspirations and should use it wisely.


10. Back to Your Future


I hope I have allayed any lingering doubts you may have had about sustainability being the future of luxury, rather than just a passing fad. My intention in exploding some of the conundrums has been to release possible blockages to you being in flow in your work and life, if you work in the luxury industry today or tomorrow. Because sustainability must start with us.


I gladly accepted Maria's invitation to share some thoughts on the sustainable future of luxury in this book because I believe that luxury can lead, not lag, in the transition to a fair and sustainable world. Its designers, entrepreneurs and executives can become part of what I term in my own book, The Corporate Responsibility Movement –a movement that is pursuing a transition to a fair and sustainable economy through new approaches to enterprise.


We need not be confounded by this time of global stress, but work towards a new form of luxury that embodies what is personally, socially and environmentally the best of human creativity. The reflection from the late Anthony de Mello helps us see that at this time of strife, our world needs from us simply what we need for ourselves: to be authentic, soulful and purposeful.


Dr. Jem Bendell


Associate Professor, Griffith Business School Founder, Authentic Luxury Network (www.authenticluxury.net)










	

	



Introduction











I first met María Eugenia Girón when, having just received her MBA from Harvard Business School, she joined Loewe and worked with me on re-launching the brand. At that time the company was in a very difficult position due to a number of decisions taken by its previous management, leaving it on the brink of disaster.


From the outset we both agreed that the only solution would be to plan a strategy which would highlight the genius of the brand, focusing on its central concept and the features which distinguished it from the competition, the reasons why its customers saw it as unique. María Eugenia brought her talent, her training and her dedication to the project, and was soon one of the key people on whom we could depend if we were to succeed.


When she left Loewe, her intuition and experience led her back into the luxury market. She was aware that another family firm, Carrera y Carrera, was also experiencing serious difficulties, and almost without thinking, she set about seeking the necessary finance from a variety of investors to buy out the company and dedicate herself to re-floating it and returning it to the favoured position it deserved because of its history and the quality of its products. Yet again we were working together, but now it was she who called me, and my role went no further than acting in an advisory capacity as a consultant for a product wholly headed up by María Eugenia.


The outcome of these periods in our lives is that I can now say that I know María Eugenia very well, and the esteem I feel for her is personal as well as professional. I see in her something which is not often found in the luxury market, yet which is the mark of all the professionals who find success in this sector: her extraordinary capacity to blend the creative with the purely rational.


Brands are multifaceted creations which move in mysterious ways, hard to control. One the one hand we have a definition of the functional characteristics of the products based on excellence. A luxury watch must not only tell the time – the mechanism must also be extremely accurate. But technical perfection alone is not enough to give rise to a luxury product.


Luxury brands are built up around a certain aesthetic concept, a concept which is transmitted into each and every one of the products, and which is translated into desirable values so that every person who possesses one feels imbued with those values. In addition to the rational and logical dimension (the watch which tells the time and is never so much as a tenth of a second fast or slow) are the virtues of the brand, which speak directly to the emotions and feelings.


How are these emotions created? It is very common in the industry for a specific brand to hire a designer to project these aspirations onto the customer. The fashion designer, for example, creates a clothing collection for a certain type of woman (who may be a real muse, or merely a conceptualisation of a certain model). This collection goes beyond the functional aspect to identify a certain series of convictions: Versace's creations are for a woman who is synonymous with sensuality, allure and desire, while Armani focuses on a more rigorous sense of elegance.


But the designer must always have a clear perception of the part he plays in the creation of a brand. When a designer goes to work for a company which is already in existence and has a well-known profile, his role should be to seek out the actual characteristics of the brand, concentrate on the most positive ones and find the particular aspect which is the reason why the brand enjoys a given position. Then, having done that, he must translate it into real products.


When a designer uses his own voice and neglects, or actually ignores, the values of the brand, ceasing to project the image of the brand to give expression to his own approach, he risks confusing the customer and destroying the image which has been built up over the history of the brand.


The designer must strive to avoid this, but for brand managers it is essential. They must be able to conceptualise the sensitivity which is the product engine. To achieve this they must be able to divide up the market in line with a series of characteristics which are much more than just demographic – they must also be psychographic and be concerned with the psychological characteristics which define the individual: does the customer want the product to enhance his elegance and taste, or is he conversely striving to reinforce his sexuality, his allure, or his power?


We are talking not about functional characteristics but about intuition and the way this intuition is translated into actual products. It is essential to be able to select suitable artists who can understand what lies behind the brand and what it is that has to be transmitted. It is essential to be able to choose communicators who can reinforce this concept through a myriad of elements (store position, store design and display window, choice of sales staff, advertising initiatives and choice of the media in which they are to appear, etc.) which are also important at the time of defining the personality of the brand.


It is also very important to know what kind of public relations strategy to adopt. What relationship shall we have with opinion leaders? Should we choose someone who will act as a spokesperson for the brand? How do the public see this individual? Choosing Penélope Cruz (a woman with a very Versace, seductive image is clearly not the same as choosing Her Royal Highness Princess Letizia (with a more refined, more formal – more Armani – image).


Being able to define the steps which have to be taken to build a brand (a mixture of maintaining an analytical attitude and following an aesthetic and intuitive path) is the secret of success and María Eugenia is an example of the way to balance both sides and still be certain. Partly because of her training as an engineer, she is able to identify strengths and weaknesses, to see design in terms of production, to reveal the feeling which lies behind a project in analytical terms. But thanks to her strong aesthetic sense, she can also move easily in the world of the abstract and the intangible, with a heightened sensitivity which translates into a very trustworthy intuition.


I have met many professionals who are incapable of doing both things well, or who had such entrenched personalities that they foisted their own concept onto the brand and caused a rupture which generated unease among the brand's public, causing them (in the worst case) to desert the creations entirely.


From the very first steps she took in the world of luxury, María Eugenia understood the importance of blending reason with aesthetics, logic with intuition. When we picked up the reins at Loewe we found we had a team which was watching France and Italy with a degree of envy, as the leading countries in the luxury world and which was seeking to internationalise the brand along the lines followed by those two countries.


We were able to see that one of the values of Loewe was its Spanishness (which was rather strange for those who saw me as a French executive). Spain had a great tradition in processing leather, a fascinating history of craftsmanship, and it also had craftsmen who were perfectly qualified to develop the products we had in mind. Concentrating on what was local and on our roots turned out, paradoxically, to be our best way of appearing cosmopolitan and reaching the Asian and North American markets with confidence, as was shown in the interest expressed by the Japanese market.


The rational approach concerns more than just the product itself, and is concerned with the kind of decisions to be made in the integral creation of the brand. Loewe was on the verge of bankruptcy because there was a moment when it had decided that the best way to break into the American Market was to open an iconic store in Trump Tower in New York. This decision, which might have looked like a focussed strategy, pushed the entire company to the edge of desperation and turning that process backwards was a huge task.


María Eugenia is the kind of person who is able to assess the risk involved in this kind of action in a way that is almost automatic. As I said earlier, this quality is partly due to her training as an engineer and her MBA, but I know other people with a similar background who allow themselves to be carried away by the heat of the moment, seemingly lacking the analytical ability to focus on the risk involved in decisions that seem sound. The way she manages works, and that makes her very valuable.
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