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Dis cretion is the ultimate expres s ion of affluence
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I once read that 90 percent of all human behavior can be attributed to signaling.
Simply put, "signaling" is the act by which a person conveys information about him or herself to another person or
group of people.
In the context of what I write in these pages, I would add that this "information" is meant to communicate that the
signaler is important and/or successful.
Logos are signaling. "It" bags are signaling. Luxury watches are signaling. Beachfront "current view" photos on
Instagram are signaling. #grateful is signaling.
Signaling is not necessarily bad. It is critical to understand because it fuels and shapes our society, especially if that
90 percent number is true.
In a modern information economy, signaling accounts for much of how we behave, dress and speak in public, and
subconsciously or not, says something about ourselves to colleagues, friends, even strangers on the street.
And while a good part of behavior can be explained by signaling, I tend to optimistically believe some things can
still be done only for one's own pleasure, away from public view.
Consider how, during his Bottega Veneta days, creative director T omas Maier used "decadently soft and expensive
suede for clutches and attach cases, but conceal[ed] it within unremarkable-looking exteriors, as a lining that offers
its owner a moment of stealthy self-pleasuring every time he or she reaches inside."
Or the way the people at Cartier put the brand's signature red bag inside an anonymous white one, allowing the
customer to exit onto the rush of New York's Fifth Avenue with the secret satisfaction of being the only one who
knows the bag's contents.
Maybe this is the purest form of luxury: to do something simply for one's own pleasure, even especially? if no one is
there to see it.

I believe this has never been more important than it is today: as the inequalities in society have been laid bare due to
the coronavirus pandemic, it is essential to question our motivations for how we consume and understand luxury.
Recently, I have started to think that a new kind of signaling, a new type of luxury, could be simply to keep something
to oneself and enjoy life privately.
In previous years, discretion in luxury has come and gone in accordance to the boom and bust of the economy.
Granted, there is a subset of the population that is wholly recession-proof and remains unseen from public view
even in good times. T here is a reason why brands such as Hermes enjoy success even in the worst of times.
T he most recent example is, of course, the 2008 financial crisis, which sparked a wave of so-called "stealth wealth,"
ushering in an era of discretion and privacy for those fortunate enough to afford it.
It was also during this time that Phoebe Philo's Celine defined a new aesthetic of minimalist, subtly luxurious
clothing women actually wanted to wear. Cool, comfortable and confident. In 2013, she casually uttered one of my
favorite quotes of all time, prescient in her understanding of discretion: "T he chicest thing is when you don't exist
on Google."
When the Western world completely changed in March 2020, signaling back to its pre-2008 publicity, having
rebounded along with the economy proved more difficult: we were not attending events, important work
conferences, or traveling to far-flung exotic locations.
Nevertheless, signaling finds a way, even during the worst of the lockdown period. Remember Zoom happy hours?
T hankfully, people stopped doing them and they were never spoken of again.
T here was a moment when screenshots of, well, a screen, of people in small boxes peppered many an Instagramstory, conveying that the person was still a social creature, even in captivity.
Signaling during the lockdown period also included the books displayed in the background on video calls, the
causes championed on social media, the new hobby/wellness activity/baking endeavor acquired during
confinement.
Most of those signals tended to be relatively innocuous and championed by the "we're all in this together" ethos, but
anything resembling outward boasts of wealth and privilege were in poor taste.
One of biggest cultural differences between the 2008 crisis and that of today's is that Instagram and its ilk did not
exist yet think about that for a moment. It has become a near knee-jerk reaction to upload anything resembling a
signal to one's followers, and takes some discipline to discern whether that is wise to do.
For example, married friends of ours who are fortunate to have considerable wealth, still enjoy the good life, but
have agreed that they will not share photos of any indulgences on social media.
But for every instance of that type of discretion, there is a billionaire gaff: drone shots of "sheltering in place" in a
mega-yacht, or sad celebrities in mansions coming off as tone-deaf and laying bare the need for discretion,
empathy and privacy.
I believe we are at a turning point with regards to signaling.
Perhaps cancel culture, for all its faults, has created an environment in which people pause before they share. I longago bookmarked a quote from the formidable Banksy, who, foreshadowing our moment's shift in culture, stated, "I
don't know why people are so keen to put the details of their private life in public; they forget that invisibility is a
superpower."
Among the truly smart set of affluent individuals, the call for discretion seems to not only be strong, but savvy.
T he idea of doing something for oneself and one's close-knit community seems attractive, but also truly
pleasurable.
On a recent Business of Fashion podcast, the American designer Michael Kors talked about private dinner parties he
has attended post-lockdown, where the women really dressed. But it was for themselves. No posting, no sharing, no
fanfare. Sounds like true luxury.
For almost 10 bloated years, brands yearned for social engagement, large numbers of followers, mentions and
shares. T he question is whether there is real value in those metrics.

I am no Luddite, and certainly believe that in order to be culturally relevant, some social presence is necessary.
But for luxury brands, today's value lies not in amassing millions of social media followers, but in privately caring
for a small group of high value customers. T hose who are not flaunting their wares on social, and for whom
building a meaningful relationship over time is of utmost importance for long-term loyalty.
For some luxury retailers, such as Moda Operandi, that set of customers accounts for nearly 50 percent of sales.
Another model has been tested by Garance Dore, the French uber-influencer, who recently launched a new
members-only space for $8 a month where she shares more personal details of her life with those subscribing to her
"world." A small set of members receive a personalized newsletter, access to a vibrant discussion board, and Ms.
Dore's Instagram Stories posted only to "close friends."
T he savviest luxury brands understand that discretion is a quality that is valued by, and is a value of, their customers.
T oday, it has never been more important to cultivate these qualities as a brand, and reflect them to the customers
with whom a relationship matters.
Herein are three lessons on how to elevate luxury discretion to an art form:
Elevated Privacy: Brunello Cucinelli is often lauded as the gold standard in luxury, from the materials used for its
garments to the way its employees break for lunch together each day. But I have always been struck by its discretion.
Privacy is increasingly rare these days, and discretion is a rule for the brand, so much so that respect for human
privacy is built into the brand philosophy.
In 2018, the company created beautiful images and a manifesto celebrating true human privacy and imbued that into
their philosophy, with Mr. Cucinelli stating, "Privacy is a kindness of the soul that we ought to show both to those we
know and to those we come across. It is a right we are entitled to, and it's never pleasant to be forced to demand it,
since that spoils the charm of its pure sincerity."

Implication for brands: In a world where people are reconsidering their approach to what they share in the public
sphere, respecting privacy is critical.
In addition, it seems nearly impossible not to be bombarded with commercial messaging, and brands having a
philosophy of how they themselves share will be critical.
If high-value customers are elevating their privacy, they will want the brands they allow into their lives do the same.

To the home!

Elevated retail experiences: What could be more discreet than shopping in the privacy of one's home?
While many shops are now safely open and taking customers by appointment, many luxury clients are in second
homes, or do not feel comfortable going to a physical store.

However, Zoom fatigue is real and the prospect of staring at another screen can feel uninspiring.
T he hybrid approach allows for discretion and a chance to go above and beyond in offering beautiful bespoke
experiences.
Many of these experiences are being pioneered by digital-first online retailers, deepening the relationship with their
customers in their own homes, on their own turf.
Recent examples include the luxury e-retailer Matchesfashion.com, which hosted a Zoom Aperitivo evening with
designer JJ Martin, where attendees received a delivery of cheese, almonds, crostini and tomatoes, coupled with
negronis and a bottle of wine, as they were presented with a new collection.
Another online luxury retailer, Mytheresa.com, holds personal shopping appointments over video call, shipping an
edit of products to the client in advance, rather than flying stylists to people's homes as they did pre-pandemic.

Implication for brands: Lockdown restrictions are in various stages around the world, but one thing is clear: we will
be spending more time at home than ever before.
For high-value customers, home is a safe place for living, entertaining and shopping.
More brands are offering online services to accommodate these new habits, but it is those who provide truly
elevated experiences that combine both physical elements and personalized service which will become habituated
into consumers' lives in the long term.
Elevated future: In a recent article on Highsnobiety, Jian DeLeon writes a meta-eulogy for streetwear, citing that, like
New York, "streetwear dies every night, but it is subsequently reborn and renewed by the morning."
Like signaling and the various expressions of luxury whether overt or discreet there will come inflection points that
calls for reinvention.
As Mr. DeLeon says, "Now it's time for a cast of new characters to rise to the occasion, not just as designers, but also
as arbiters and tastemakers."
T omas Maier and Phoebe Philo created visions of a different kind of luxury that showed a generation new
possibilities.
We are now deep into a new moment of inflection and there is an opportunity to do more than react to culture, but
redefine and reimagine it.

Implication for brands: Much has been written about the new values and behaviors of people as a result of the
coronavirus and ensuing economic, social and political crises.
As flash and logos recede into the background, and discretion and new values come to the fore, inspiring an
elevated future that consumers can believe in will be important.
While difficult, looking beyond the short-term to set a vision for one's role in a new world will carve a place for a
brand in history.
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