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By JOE MCCART HY

Luxury brands are veering away from social media experimentation in China to focus on
Sina Weibo, Youku and WeChat, according to a report from L2.

Thirty-seven percent of the fashion and watches and jewelry brands studied in the report
are present on two platforms in China and 30 percent are present on three. Sina Weibo
remains the most prominent platform, with 86 percent of studied brands active on it, while
WeChat registered a 51 percent participation increase among studied brands.

"Previously, many brands were experimenting on all the Chinese social media platforms,
which serve different purposes to reach fans," said Emma Li, lead researcher of L2′s
report, New York. "Due to stiff competition, Chinese social media platforms rolled out
similar features to compete with, rather than differentiate from, each other.

"Clear leaders have emerged as Chinese fans have gotten tired of exploring many
different platforms and focused their attention on just a few," she said. "WeChat is the only
platform that rose into prominence after Sina Weibo, tapping a niche and close-knit
mobile social circle.
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"Fans are using Sina Weibo to read news and socialize with new and interesting people,
but use WeChat to interact with and get updates from friends and acquaintances. Brands
have also learned from their experiences on different platforms, and found out what
works for their brand and what doesn't."

L2′s Digital IQ Index: Luxury – China examines the digital competence in China of 95
global and five local fashion, watches and jewelry brands across four dimensions of
digital: Web site and ecommerce, social media, digital marketing and mobile and tablet.

Addressing the customer

Search engine Sina Weibo is harried by censorship but still attracts the most brand
participation out of the platforms studied. Fashion and watches and jewelry brands in the
report posted an average increase in community size of 40 percent over the past three
months.

Diane von Furstenberg's Sina Weibo community grew 163 percent to reach 1.9 million,
which is the largest community among fashion brands. Cartier's community grew 207
percent, crowning the French brand as the most popular international watchmaker.

Watches and jewelry brands have the highest Sina Weibo engagement levels at .127
percent.

Cartier's Sina Weibo page

Brands have found success with contests and posts that mention celebrities and fashion
events. In fact, the 10 most popular posts during the collection period featured contests.

Despite the platform's capacity for handling consumer inquiries and problems, 75 percent
of studied brands do not feature any form of customer service.

Small talk
Social network WeChat has been making moves to improve its ecommerce viability. The
platform added an in-app WeChat Payment service in late 2013, and users have displayed
a frenzy of interest. However, not a single brand has taken advantage of the service and
just 6 percent of brands link to loyalty programs.

The 47 studied brands active on WeChat have been tentative in other areas as well.

Seventeen percent of these brands offer live chat, opting instead for autoreplies, and 30
percent feature store locators.

Some brands have leveraged WeChat effectively.
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Video still of Burberry WeChat runway customization

For instance, Burberry let fans message with celebrities and designers during its
fall/winter 2014 fashion show. Gucci took this tactic a step further by inviting Chinese
model Sean Zhang to Milan Fashion Week where she responded to questions while fans
won brand prizes.

Although luxury growth in China went from 21 percent in 2012 to 2 percent in 2013, L2′s
China report asserts that the overall picture is rosier than this plunge suggests.

Swarovski, Piaget and Hugo Boss received top scores, while Stuart Weitzman, Oscar de la
Renta and Yves Saint Laurent all ranked in the bottom 10, three of almost 70 brands who
received feeble scores. The lackluster digital performance of so many brands belies the
state of the country’s ecommerce, which surpassed the United States in sales volume for
the first time in 2013 (see story).

Watching for fun

Seventy-three percent of brands reach consumers through videos either on Youku or
Tudou. Top brand videos on Youku average 390,000 views. 

Surprisingly, global videos without Chinese subtitles register twice as many views as
films produced in China.

Burberry's "London Trench Coats" campaign video garnered more than 27 million,
evincing the power of mini-powers.

Behind-the-scenes and fashion show videos are the least popular genre, averaging 27,379
and 39,335 views respectively.

"WeChat offers a wide variety of functionalities for brands to explore, and can be very
flexible in working with brands," Ms. Li said. "It's  no longer interesting for fans to read
daily message blasts from brands with simple text descriptions and images.

"Brands can leverage the platform to create online-offline synergies to improve CRM and
ultimately boost sales online or offline," she said. "Simple tactics include auto-reply FAQs
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and one-to-one live chat, and geo-local store locators to improve the customer service
experience on WeChat.

"Beyond that, brands can take advantage of the platform to connect the user experience
on desktop and mobile, and bridge online and offline using QR codes for campaigns and
fan engagement."

Final Take
Joe McCarthy, editorial assistant on Luxury Daily, New York
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