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At a recent conference I ran into a colleague and friend who comes from the retailing side of the luxury market. As
most conversations these days turns to this crazy election, my friend casually mentioned from a 20-plus year
perspective that presidential election years are tough for luxury retailers.
T his was followed closely by Bain & Company's caution on the United States luxury market in its latest 2016
projections. It reported that in this election year, U.S. luxury consumers were taking a wait-and-see attitude and that
personal luxury goods demand will lag in 2016.
YouGov seconded Bain's assessment in its Affluent Perspective Global Study. It found that all but the United States'
400,000 wealthiest households $350,000-plus household income and assets of $10 million or more plan to hold back
luxury spending this year.
Luxury is a mindset, not a brand or a price point
Since the ups and downs of the luxury market are driven primarily by the mood, feeling and mindset of affluent
consumers, it is reasonable to conclude that election years are bad for luxury retail.
After all, nobody strictly needs any of the things that luxury marketers sell, so affluent consumers hold onto their
plentiful cash when the economy looks unstable.
T aking my cue from these anecdotes, I decided to look at the data. Here is what I found, best expressed by actress
Bette Davis as Margo Channing in the movie, All About Eve:
"Fasten your seatbelts. It's going to be a bumpy night."
Last year was the worst in retail since 2009. Excluding the automobile sector and dining services, the retail industry
dropped 0.2 percent from previous year.
Since affluent consumers ($100,000-plus) account for upwards of 50 percent of all U.S. consumer spending or more
than $6 trillion, they overwhelmingly drive the trajectory of retail spending in the country.
Going into 2016, U.S. retail faces strong headwinds.
Yet looking back over the last six election years, retail actually does fairly well during election years.

But that changes in the first year of any presidential administration, with retail sales growth suppressed from the
election year.
Retail does not necessarily decline with exception of 2009 when the recession hit but its growth is more restrained.

Election year s ales change

T ake, for example, the last 2012 election year: election-year retail sales rose 3.9 percent, only to fall back to a more
modest 2.6 percent growth in 2013 during the first year of President Obama's second term.
T his pattern holds at least since 1992 and challenges the conventional wisdom that presidential election years are
bad for the retail business, in general, and luxury retail, in particular.
Rather, it is the first year of any president's term when retail gets challenging.
We must start to market luxury in a brand new style
So if retail follows historical trends, and the predictions from Bain and YouGov are right, 2016 will be followed by an
even more challenging 2017 for luxury retailers. What is a luxury marketer to do?
First, recognize that luxury in the minds of contemporary affluent consumers is shifting.
T he old ideas of luxury are giving way to new perceptions and ways of interpreting and participating in a luxury
lifestyle.
Old luxury has taken on negative connotations in the minds of affluent consumers, most especially the younger Gen
X and millennial generation affluent base. For them, old luxury reeks of over-indulgence, conspicuous
consumption, elitism, extravagance and, most especially, reflects income inequality and the excesses of the 1
percent.
We need to start marketing luxury in a brand new style that reflects the next generations' new values.
Second, get a firm fix on the young HENRYs high-earners-not-rich-yet the demographic of the Gen-Xers and
millennials on the road to affluence. T oo many luxury brands call them aspirational, which implies their aspirations
align with their old style of luxury.
Aspirational the young HENRYs may well be, but not necessarily for the old luxury that they are selling.
Rather, they are aspirational for a lifestyle that balances work and home life and sharing and giving, but not
necessarily acquiring.
Most especially, they aspire for true happiness, which all academic research shows comes by what you do and
experience, not that you have or own.
Finally, start telling new stories of luxury in keeping with the values of the next generation's rising affluent base.
T hey reject their parents' and grandparents' ideas of luxury in favor of concepts that are more practical, functional,
inclusive, democratic and, ultimately, more affordable.
Surely they want exceptionally high quality, superb workmanship, and all the other quantifiable features that luxury
brands promise.
But they also want to align their consumer behavior with their personal values.
T OO MANY people believe that luxury is just a marketers' label that signifies something is over-priced and too
expensive.
So calling a brand luxury does not necessarily make it so.

In fact, if you have to call it luxury, it probably is not.
My advice: Use the L-Word with extreme caution and learn how to communicate true luxury in a brand new style.
T ake a cue from such brands as Shinola, Warby Parker, Apple, FitBit, Everlane, Suit Supply, Canada Goose, T oms
and many others that deliver a luxury experience to a new generation of affluent consumers.
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