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By JEN KING

This year's International New York Times Luxury Conference Nov. 13-14 met the volatile social, political and
economic climate of today head-on in the European Union's center of Brussels.

During the 16th edition of the International New York Times' 2017 Luxury Conference: Luxury in a Turbulent World,
Vanessa Friedman, top editors from the news outlet and brand decision-makers discussed matters of politics and
economics. Topics during the two-day conference ranged from Europe's future, the politics of luxury, fake news,
populism and pure marketing-based discussions such as communicating to the global consumer and generational
behavior.

Sprouted in Brussels
The conference was held Nov. 12-14 in Brussels at the Steigenberger Wiltcher's Hotel, located on the Belgian
capital's high-street Avenue Louise. Ms. Friedman and her peers led discussions tackling different facets of these
tumultuous times, all through a luxury lens.

Brussels was selected as this year's venue to establish a sense of place for the two-day conference's topics of
discussion, as the city is considered the de facto capital of the European Union.

While luxury often feels as if it exists within a bubble, the political and economic stressors of today will transform
how business is conducted regardless of sector and target consumer.

Transformational challenges are not the only factors that need to be considered. The rise of nationalism and the
threat of terrorism must also be addressed along with technology's rapid advancements. Technology is not only
altering how consumers communicate, but also their expectations and how purchases are made.

The International New York Times' Luxury in a Turbulent World brought together thought leaders, influencers, policy
makers, entrepreneurs and high-profile brands to explore how luxury can meet these challenges head on "in a world
where the only constant is change and the biggest risk is taking no risk at all" (see story).

Here are the five key takeaways from The New York Times' Luxury in a Turbulent World:
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Acting on activism

From left to right: Geoffroy de la Bourdonnaye, Jean-Marc Loubier, Jonathan Akeroyd and Vanessa Friedman. Image
credit: The New York Times

Luxury brands are in the business of selling dreams and aspirations, but should they also be responsible for
standing up for societal issues?

During "The Politics of Luxury" session at The New York Times' International Luxury Conference Nov. 13, panelists
from three luxury houses discussed if it is  best for a brand to remain neutral on hot-button issues. While it may be
easier to not take a public stance on or against certain issues, millennials' consciousness is likely to cause brands
to make their position known or risk losing a key demographic's business.

In light of so many issues being on consumers' minds, Vanessa Friedman, fashion director and chief fashion critic
at The New York Times, kicked off the conversation by asking if it is  possible for a brand to take a neutral stance.

The panel agreed that, while partially political, sustainability is a much easier position to take as a brand, but the
panelists were divided if luxury should be active and vocal in discussions of politics.

At the most basic level, a brand represents a values set, but those sentiments must not jeopardize probability because
it is  not a brand's responsibility to make political statements (see story).

All about authenticity

Stella McCartney (left) in conversation with Vanessa Friedman (right). Image credit: The New York Times

While it is  easy for brands to get caught up in discussions of targeting demographics and other marketing strategies,
they cannot forget about the human element and the importance of being authentic.

For British fashion designer Stella McCartney, this approach has always come naturally as she has guided her
eponymous brand into its successes. Speaking at The New York Times' International Luxury Conference Nov. 13,
Ms. McCartney revealed that she and her team spend little time worrying about targeting proper demographics or
sweating the details of social media and focus instead on building authentic relationships with consumers
organically.
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"I've always based on everything I do on authenticity," Ms. McCartney said. "That has enabled me to have a voice and
conversation with people in a way that has a genuine feeling to it. It makes people feel a little more comfortable."

Marketers and brand executives have become obsessed with the idea of "targeting." Any discussion of the
relationship between brand and consumer ultimately comes back to that word, with questions of how brands can
properly "target" certain demographics.

For Ms. McCartney, targeting is a strange and uncomfortable word, conjuring an almost adversarial relationship
between brand and consumer.

Instead, she sees her relationship with consumers as something that grows organically from shared connections.
The brand does not build campaigns because it thinks they will be interesting to a certain group of consumers (see
story).

Diving into diversity

From left to right: Eric Underwood, Rebecca Robins and Elizabeth Paton. Image credit: The New York Times

When discussing diversity in fashion marketing and its importance in the industry, ballet dancer Eric Underwood
cited Gucci as a prime example of a brand correctly representing the world of today.

Diversity is vital in all aspects of the fashion world today, but many brands struggle to determine what that means or
how to respond. Speaking on a panel at The New York Times' International Luxury Conference Nov. 14, Mr.
Underwood expressed that he feels as though it is  a brand's duty to accurately represent the world we live in and that
Gucci has grasped this concept very well.

"I think that the brands have an ethical responsibility to represent the world that we live in," said Mr. Underwood,
ballet dancer, movement director and model. "So if I think of a brand like Gucci, I think of a 12 year-old boy going to
school who really wants a new Gucci outfit but I can also think of someone who is going to walk on the red carpet
looking to Gucci.

"I feel like they've got it right in terms of representing everyone in the world that we live in," he said.

A major piece of a brand's part in diversity starts from within, said Rebecca Robins, the global director of Interbrand
during the panel. Core values need to start from the heart of the company and extend outward.

When evaluating brands, Interbrand looks at 10 values of a brand. Six of them are outward but four of them occur
within the brand. It is  vital to elicit change in the world in a visible way, but the real change occurs from within.

To be a strong brand with core values, companies need to be strong inside throughout their entire business (see
story).

Populism's popularity
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From left to right: Laura Pancera, Alexander Gilkes, Francesca Bellettini and Elizabeth Paton. Image credit: The New
York Times

As a result of consumers' shifting values, luxury has begun breaking down the constraints of intimidation that once
stood between it and a client, affluent or otherwise.

With much being discussed about generational differences, cultural shopping behavior and the gap between the
haves and have-nots, luxury has had to adapt to the ways in which consumer behavior have evolved. From the use of
social media to logos as a status symbol, brands' values are constantly on display making it all the more important
to convey a consistent brand message, rather than focusing on a particular segment of consumers.

During the "Age of Populism: Threats and Theories" session Nov. 13 at The New York Times' International Luxury
Conference, a panel lead by Elizabeth Paton, European styles correspondent, discussed how luxury has responded
to the ways consumer behavior and expectation has changed.

This has included Saint Laurent returning to its pret-a-porter beginnings after moving too much toward haute couture,
which conflicted with the "dress the streets" ideology established by its namesake founder.

Since 2014, Saint Laurent has returned to its core values of bringing fashion and style to the people. Through its
fashions, marketing and state of mind, Saint Laurent's efforts read as authentic and are consistent with its roots,
Francesca Bellettini, the brand's president and CEO explained.

Also, The art world is also adapting to consumer behavior and the inclusiveness of today's environment.

Although the art sector has its share of uber buyers, there has been a bevy of new entrants thanks to gallerists and
auctioneers' efforts to encourage novice collectors to buy artwork.

Art collecting, similar to buying high-fashion, can be intimidating, and co-founder Alexander Gilkes explained that
Paddle8 wants to help people buy into the dream and aspirations of buying fine art.

"Luxury is very much about dreams, and is antithetical to the rational, but today, the way we sell, experience has to be
paramount and key, and the type of experience has also changed," Mr. Gilkes said (see story).

Berluti's  Antoine Arnault in discussion with Vanessa Friedman. Image credit: The New York Times
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Transparency trending 
Consumers today demand more from the brands they engage with, especially when it comes to transparency.

As consumers increasingly desire to engage with brands that align with their personal values and in whom they can
place significant trust, transparency is the best way for those consumers to understand exactly what a company is
doing. Speaking at The New York Times' International Luxury Conference Nov. 14, Antoine Arnault, CEO of Berluti,
spoke about the specific challenges facing the luxury world in this area.

Consumers are rightfully distrustful of large, powerful corporations. Big companies seem to control every aspect of
life today, and whether it is  Facebook, Google or Amazon, these corporations do not inspire much trust in today's
customers.

This is especially important to consider now that these consumers are specifically looking for brands that align with
their values. For that reason, transparency and honesty are key to developing strong relationships with consumers.

consumers are now empowered to discover their own tastes, opinions and preferences, rather than being hugely
impressionable to the powers of everything from well-worded political manifestos to the tantalizing imagery
employed by luxury brands.

As a result, this consumer is no longer so easily enticed and seduced. They expect more considered
communications from figures of authority, which are sensitive to their more discerning tastes and in line with their
elevated expectations (see story).
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