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By SARAH JONES

As students prepare to head back to the classroom, rising consumer confidence has created a growing market for
back-to-school shopping.

In the U.S. alone, consumers are expected to purchase $83.6 billion worth of back-to-school items, marking the
second-highest spending level on record, according to statistics from the National Retail Federation. However, even
with the potential that exists around this shopping season, most luxury brands have neglected to promote their back-
to-school ready items to students and their parents.

"There are two main drivers of this trend: the growth of ecommerce and the on-trend influencer marketing space,"
said Naomi Davidowitz, chief customer officer at Crowdtap, New York. "Both have converged at the right time for
back-to-school shoppers. Parents, and empowered kids, are consuming content and are influenced at all hours of
the day with check out now options only one click away.

"Visits to mass retailers are also increasing. This speaks to the millennial parent seeking to be involved and turn this
annual tradition into an experience for their child/children.

"With all this said, luxury brands should take advantage of the experiential shopper and offer customization every
step of the way, from the niche influencer targeting their consumer's passions to offering their shoppers custom
options that will help them stand out among their peers. Brands should be testing every preference, option,
assumption - a robust combination like that needs to be backed by data."

Head of the class
According to NRF, back-to-school shopping will be up more than 10 percent from last year.

Apparel and accessories are only a piece of the total spend, but parents still anticipate shelling out $10.2 billion on
clothing. The 95 percent who plan to buy clothes for their children will spend an average $239 on attire.

About two-thirds of parents say their back-to-school purchases will be influenced by their children. This influence
appears to be growing, as only 57 percent said the same last year.
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Image from Neiman Marcus back-to-school email campaign. Image credit: Neiman Marcus

Department stores are the most popular destination for back-to-school shopping, with 57 percent of shoppers headed
to bricks-and-mortar retailers. Ecommerce, however, is  not too far behind with 46 percent buying online.

Deloitte's 2017 back-to-school survey found that online channels also hold sway before point of sale. More than half
conduct research online before making a purchase, and about a quarter turn to social media to make decisions on
what to buy.

With digital channels a main point of research for luxury consumers, brands including Gucci, Neiman Marcus and
Oscar de la Renta have all reached out to these shoppers via digital campaigns.

A dedicated email from Gucci linked to a catalog of apparel and accessories for the littlest clients. The brand
featured everything from sneakers, tops and jeans to backpacks embellished with cartoon astronaut cats in editorial
imagery of kids on a bus.

Image from Gucci's back to school catalog. Image credit: Gucci

Oscar de la Renta's email focused on first day attire perfect for a "star student." Neiman Marcus similarly presented
looks "that make the grade."

On Facebook, Farfetch promoted an edit of children's wear from labels including Dolce & Gabbana

Even though it has not run a specific back to class campaign, Fendi has been featuring its Back to School handbag
on Instagram, which converts from a backpack to a shoulder bag. While it may spur some purchases by older
students, the Italian label's marketing plays into the seasonal shift happening, when even adults feel the attraction of
new wardrobe additions.

Aside from digital channels, the NPD Group notes that word of mouth and in-store displays can be highly influential
for customers.

While early August is a peak time for consumers to begin their school shopping, 92 percent plan to wrap their
purchases by the end of the month. Earlier is better, as some shoppers begin their search even before July, but it is
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not too late for luxury brands to capture a portion of spending.

"I've been especially impressed with [high-end backpack brand] State and their drive to highlight critical social
issues facing children in our country," Ms. Davidowitz said. "Their #WhatDoWeTellTheKids series pushes Chicago's
violence epidemic, LGBTQ issues and more to the forefront across their social channels.

"Additionally, influencer support from Chance the Rapper and Molly Sims continue to bring these bags buzz," she
said. "Other luxury brands should take a page from their book and dive into what their consumers care about most
and speak to that with their marketing efforts.

"Any assumption a brand has should be validated - especially social causes - before bringing any campaign to
market. Knowing what drives your consumers' emotions will always result in more target marketing efforts."

Next generations
While the back-to-school shopping season sees a boom in interest in children's apparel, the market in general
represents a significant opportunity for luxury.

While developing children's wear may have seemed risky to luxury brands in the past, the market is rife with
untapped potential for high-end fashion players, according to a report by Fashionbi.

"Kidswear Market: Evolution and Potential" explains how a combination of factors, including parents having
children at an older and more financially stable age, an increasing birth rate and baby boomer grandparents with
the means to dote on their grandchildren, have helped to boost market growth in the children's wear sector. Over the
past couple of years, a number of luxury labels, including Tom Ford and Balmain, have begun designing for
younger consumers, appealing to a more brand-conscious generation (see story).

Despite their relative lack of wealth due to their age, Gen Z is more likely to engage with luxury brands than their
older counterparts, including millennials.

According to a report from InMarket, Gen Z consumers, the majority of whom are still in school, have grown up on
social media more so than any other generation, coloring their perception of how luxury can be used in presenting a
certain lifestyle (see story).

These social media native consumers born after 1995 also look to their friends for help in making purchase
decisions (see story).

"Influencer marketing should be a key component of a brand's strategy when it comes to driving awareness and
bringing new products to life," Ms. Davidowitz said. "Brands who can pin point and find the best-fitting influencer
will be able to drive higher conversation rates.

"Best-fitting doesn't always mean the one with the largest following, but rather an influencer who can speak to the
highlights and challenges their audience experiences in an authentic way."
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