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Foreword
It was not too long ago that to suggest that the Internet had an important role
to play in the rarefied world of luxury was either an act of misplaced bravery or an outright heresy, depending on your point of view. Today, however,
all the major players in this sector are falling over themselves in a rush to
embrace the online world.
Until recently, the wisdom of using an official company website for anything more than a few bland declarations and a limited online brochure was
still being challenged in the boardrooms of luxury conglomerates. Now, after
a stampede to set up transactional e-retail websites, luxury brands, often with
the self-consciousness of a child arriving at a new school halfway through
the term, are looking to attach themselves to every new online phenomenon,
from blogging to Twittering via YouTube and Facebook.
So why has it taken so long for the world of luxury to embrace the
Internet and new technologies? Blinkered by fears of ‘channel conflict’ –
diverting business from their bricks and mortar stores and upsetting their
wholesale customers – luxury brands had convinced themselves that luxury
was ‘different’, that it could not be ‘delivered’ online without being debased
and undermined. So the received wisdom was that at best the Internet was irrelevant, at worst an insidious threat. The leaders of the luxury fashion industry
therefore either ignored the online world altogether or opted for a half-hearted
level of agnostic semi-engagement which left observers from the real world
scratching their heads in bemused disbelief.
Luxury brands, for so long dismissive of the need to listen to their customers, had this time been left far behind by these clients. It has taken them a
while to realize this. Indeed, it has been left to the pioneering entrepreneurs of
the industry, with the vision and self-belief to challenge the received wisdom
of the industry heavyweights, to demonstrate this. Their example illustrated that
the Internet can be as powerful a force for change and growth in the rarefied
world of luxury as it has proved to be in all other sectors of the retail world.
Of course, the luxury Internet trailblazers had the advantage of not being
encumbered by the legacy of business structures that were preoccupying their
established rivals. They also had the sense to look at the wealth of research
about the evolution of e-retailing, all of which pointed to the fact that the twin
obstacles to delivering a rich ‘luxury’ experience online – conservative consumer
attitudes and technological limitations – had been melting away quicker than
ice-cream on a summer’s day.
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The reticence of the established groups also helped create the opportunity
for the new arrivals, of which Fabergé is one. The price of a piece of prime
real estate on any prestigious luxury street or shopping mall around the world
has become prohibitive to all but the wealthiest brands, even before factoring in the cost of building a retail temple grand enough to catch the attention
of the passing customer. However, the cost of creating a presence to rival the
same companies online is less intimidating. At the same time, the opportunity
to offer a user experience and level of service superior to these established
rivals has been very real.
These trailblazers have demonstrated, by wholeheartedly embracing the
power of today’s technology and combining it with traditional retailing skills,
that it is possible to provide an online experience that offers a compelling
alternative to the traditional location-bound and time-restricted alternative.
It was this opportunity that captivated my team when we set out to plan
how to restore Fabergé to its rightful position at the pinnacle of luxury. We
also saw the foot dragging of many established rivals as an opportunity. We
identified the changes in consumer attitudes, accelerated by the early twentyfirst-century economic crisis, and understood how these were enhancing the
appeal of the Internet as the preferred primary point of interaction between
the consumer and brand or retailer, irrespective of the category and pricepoint. We confirmed from research and practitioners that these trends were
even more apparent among high net-worth audiences for whom discretion
and convenience were becoming increasingly important considerations. We
were excited by the opportunity that developments in software and imaging
technology were providing to transform the online user experience into one
that replicates the exclusive and intimate world of the high-jewellery salon.
We were impressed by the scalability of an online flagship store open to the
world 24 hours a day seven days a week from day one. We were attracted
by the power of modern CRM software to nurture an enduring and personal
relationship with our customers around the world and provide them with a
level of service difficult to match with a black book and a telephone alone.
This significant and groundbreaking book explores
all these elements and much more, for the first time.
It provides invaluable insights to help all those looking to unlock the massive potential of the Internet and
new technologies as an invaluable means of enhancing
the luxury experience for the customer and the profit
potential of its delivery for the provider. I intend to
keep Luxury Online close to me for a long time, and
I counsel you to do the same.
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Mark Dunhill
CEO, Fabergé
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