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Branded communities  and treating millennials  as  individuals  are key tools . Image credit: Es te Lauder Companies

 
By DANNY PARISI

NEW YORK Despite attempts to keep up, there are gaps between what consumers expect from brands and retailers
and what is experienced in-store.

Speaking at Luxury Interactive 2017 Oct. 18, four recent graduates from New York's Fashion Institute of Technology,
who are each now working at major beauty and fashion brands, consumersand especially millennialssaid they
expect a certain level of personalization and individual treatment from brands. If brands want to keep up with those
expectations, they have to be able to adapt to the changing tides of the retail landscape.

"Price, quality and convenience are important, but they are purely mechanical and devoid of emotion and
connection," said Grace Gordon, global marketing manager at Este Lauder.

"Brands are failing to make that emotional impact. There is a deep estrangement between brands and consumers,
which we call the consumer gap."

Consumer gap
In today's landscape, consumers attention is divided more than ever.

When customers have a mobile device with them at all times, it is  simultaneously easier to reach them thanks to the
constant connection and also more difficult, as they have to compete with all of the other channels vying for
consumer attention.

Customers are also more informed than ever before and are less tolerant of mistakes and brands that do not meet
their high standards.

In a panel consisting of Ms. Gordon, Unilever's Pragati Ruia, Este Lauder's Crystal Sai and L'Oreal's Morgan
Hagney, the four speakers emphasized that this gap can partially be attributed to brands not living up to their purpose.
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Media companies such as Cond Nast have begun to adapt. Image credit: Epicurious

"Our first recommendation of brand actualization focuses on purpose," Este Lauder's Ms. Sai said. "Why does your
brand exist?

"Ninety percent of executives understand their purpose but only 40 percent use their purpose when formulating
strategy. It's  easy to lose sight of this when profit margin is paramount."

There are three non-negotiables for millennials in today's market: price, quality and convenience. The onus is on
brands to provide these three things in equal measures to capture that deckle young audience who have thousands
of other things they could be paying attention to if a brand does not capture their attention.

"Retailers are losing the competition of life," L'Oreal's Ms. Hagney said. "In a survey of consumers, they'd rather
wash dishes than visit a retail store.

"Fifty-seven percent of consumers want stores to serve a higher function beyond selling product."

Branded communities
The lack of appeal to millennials is dangerous for brands for obvious reasons, but some areas of the luxury world
have even more of a fire under them to begin engaging young people.

The global timepiece market will face looming problems of sustainability and interest going forward, as younger
generations are far less likely to wear a watch daily compared to older consumer segments, according to findings
from The NPD Group.

Less than half of all consumers in the United States wear a watch every single day, according to The NPD Group's
latest report on the global watch industry. But the majority of those watch wearers are baby boomers, while their
younger counterparts who will eventually supplant them in terms of numbers are far less likely to wear a watch ever
due to the prevalence of smartphones making portable time-telling unnecessary (see story).

Watchmakers are embracing digital tools. Image credit: Bulgari

Similarly, media conglomerate Cond Nast is putting additional stock in digital content hubs with the launch of title
offshoots meant to accompany primary print publications.

Cond Nast has recently ramped up its digital properties to cull millennial readership and to attract advertisers that
appeal to the next generation of readers. The media group's millennial-centric developments includes the "Next
Gen" campaign and digital companions for titles such as Architectural Digest, Golf Digest and Bon Appetit
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magazines (see story).

One of the ways brands can continue to capture millennial attention is to create "branded communities," places that
align with millennials' values and treat them as individuals with their own interests outside of the brands they
consume.

"Community is the greatest force that draws and binds people who share fundamental values," Unilever's Ms. Ruia
said, "Branded communities can drive eight times more traffic than other channels.

"Reebok made a comeback by partnering with Crossfit. They now have 11 consecutive quarters of growth."
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