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The luxury market is finally beginning to come into its own online. Sites are becoming more
sophisticated and successful models are out there, but still many luxury brands are reluctant to
sell their wares online. Why are so many luxury brands resistant to selling in this democratic
marketplace utilised by over 6 million people around the world? Why are others reaping the
rewards?

This paper delves into the current state of the online market for luxury today and endeavours to
provide guidance on how to view and approach this fast growing channel. We realise that there
are a great many differences between brands that sell luxury couture, cosmetics, cars, leather
goods, electronics and jewellery, among other products, but we also believe there are some
lessons to be learnt and general rules that can be applied across the board, regardless of luxury
sector. In this paper, we will also answer some of the key questions coming from the market
today: How can luxury brands sell online without jeopardising their brands? What are the most
important considerations? And, is the luxury audience really online?

The luxury landscape on the web looks very different today than it did even just two years ago.
In developing this paper, Wheel conducted a review of 22 luxury brands’ web sites across
market segments revealing that luxury brands are starting to recognise the importance of the
medium and that it can’t be ignored. The majority of luxury brands have up to date sites
showing a range of key product lines; are beginning to start a dialogue with online consumers
(e.g., Porsche’s recent online advertising); are talking with existing customers (most now collect
email addresses and send out regular emails); and significantly, about one third of the sites
reviewed are now using online as a sales channel.

Gucci, Tiffany, Hermés and most recently Paul Smith and Burberry sell directly via their sites.
Others have gone into partnership with a third party like Louis Vuitton with eluxury.com or
Jimmy Choo on net-a-porter.com. Others are selling through well known luxury department
stores such as Saks (e.g., Chanel, Gucci, Prada), Neiman Marcus (e.g., Burberry, Valentino,
YSL) and on the recently launched Bergdorf Goodman site (e.g., Manolo Blahnik, Chloe,
Celine).

The US is the key driver in the development of online as a marketing and sales channel for
luxury goods—borne out of the high service expectations and proliferation of the internet as an
information source and shopping channel. Most luxury brands selling online do so only in the
US, although, Gucci, Tiffany, Mulberry and now Paul Smith sell in the UK.

However, whether selling online or not, most have yet to crack the formula for developing an
effective online strategy. Historically these companies have been slow to develop their websites
and have built sites simply to jump on the bandwagon to avoid being left behind, with little
thought of what the site should do. Collectively luxury brands sensed that the online
environment was contrary to the essence of a luxury brand. Prada, for example, has a web






