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Abstract

Purpose – Luxury shopping touches upon many facets of experience, ranging from the strategic
objectives of the brand to the subjective, interpersonal experiences of individuals. The purpose of this
paper is to investigate the flagship’s form and appearance: including architecture, decor, arrangement
of space, symbolic elements, location, and its function to better understand the role of the aesthetic
environment of the flagship as a means of communicating the brand’s objectives, which are mediated
by a consumer’s perception of the brand and store, the goals he or she brings to the experience, and the
situational determinants of the shopping experience.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors explore the strategic role and customer experience
of flagships in major international locations through interviews with luxury flagship managers and
customers. Site visits were made to multiple brands. Ethnographic research on the consumer
experience was carried out in two locations of a major brand’s flagship store.
Findings – The authors arrive at definite characteristics comprising branding strategies, retail
practices, and the consumer experience. The findings contribute to a more comprehensive delineation
of the meaning and purpose of luxury flagships.
Research limitations/implications – The exploratory study focused broadly on managers’ views,
and on the customer experience of one brand in two major cities. Comprehensive interviews and survey
research should be conducted in targeted stores with a focus on customers at these flagships.
Practical implications – The paper yields practical information which can be used by brands to
more effectively provide a satisfying customer experience. The paper adds to the empirical research on
the aesthetic dimensions of flagship stores, its function in relation to the brand, and the experience it
provides customers.
Social implications – This empirical study explores the meaning and usage of branded spaces and
retailing strategies to those who experience the environment: managers and customers.
Originality/value – The paper explores the phenomena of the luxury flagship experience along two
pivotal points: the point of view of managers who are charged with promoting the goals set forth by
the brand and that of customers who experience the luxury environment on their own terms, as well as
responding to the sensorial environment they encounter.
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Introduction
Today the word flagship has become ubiquitous. As the literature suggests,
flagships are prevalent and continue to increase in number (Allegra Strategies, 2005;
Kent and Brown, 2009). Since the 1990s luxury brands began opening in secondary
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cities and outsourcing production to keep up with increased demand for products
and a concurrent thirst from within the conglomerates for greater profit for
shareholders. In this climate of democratization of luxury and increased competition
(Silverstein and Fiske, 2003; Thomas, 2007), coupled with a need to reinforce
authenticity in respect to the perceived quality and exclusivity of luxury products
(Tungate, 2009), the aesthetics of flagship stores have become increasingly
important. The scale of the current phenomenon shows that we have entered a new
era in relation to luxury flagship stores, whereby brands have been forced to evolve
upwards to create the uber flagship, epicenter or global flagship (Hata, 2004).

Within the last decade collaborations have intensified between luxury fashion
brands and the most prominent architects and artists, both in stores and in
“third spaces” outside of stores, such as the prada transformer housing various
cultural exhibitions and live events (Anderson et al., 2010). The design of the
flagship is a manifestation of the brand’s identity, producing what Riewoldt (2002)
refers to as a brandscape. Brandscapes reflect the brand’s identity in all elements
of design from architecture to placement of merchandise. These elements are used
strategically to create a multisensory experience for consumers. Today’s flagship
era can be described as one in which a total experience is provided by a brand
to consumers. Architecture and art enhances fashion and luxury, and stores
instill an artistic spirit in what could have been perceived as an increasingly
commercial endeavor, occurring at the risk of elite brand status and heritage. Dion
and Arnould (2011) speak of art and magic used as a means of sanctioning the
aesthetic vision of a creative director. At the same time this artistic spirit
incorporates the ephemeral: the glamour of fashion and trends linked to changing
installations, and a fun and upbeat experience (Lipovetsky and Manlow, 2009).
Postrel (2003, p. 9) explains that while “modernist design ideology promised
efficiency, rationality, and truth, today’s diverse aesthetics offers a different trifecta:
freedom, beauty and pleasure [y].”

Despite its presence in all levels of the market, very little is known empirically about
the aesthetic dimensions of the luxury flagship, its function in relation to the brand,
and the experience it provides consumers. Branding through flagship stores is a means
not only of promotion and advertising for the luxury brand but a way to engage
emotionally with consumers through the creation of meaningful experiences that may
ultimately lead to relationships. For consumers, the flagship store represents a space in
which agency and identification with branded identities is enacted.

The aim of this empirical study is to contribute to the debate about the strategic
value of flagships by exploring their form and function as proposed conceptually by
Moore and Doherty (2007) and to examine how the consumer responds to the luxury
flagship environment. This study considers the importance of attitudes associated with
a brand in the context of luxury shopping, and the importance of the store environment
and location of the store to customers. It combines an emphasis on place, and on
consumer experience narratives, directly following exposure to the store, thus
extending the work of Arnold and Reynolds (2003) who developed a typology of why
people go shopping with a focus on hedonic shopping, and Berthon et al. (2009) who
apply their value model to the luxury brand.

The form and function of the flagship store
The flagship store was first introduced to retailing in the 1970s, and since then both its
form and function have evolved considerably (Kozinets et al., 2002; Jones and Doucet,
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2001; Varley, 2006; Kent and Brown, 2009; Moore et al., 2010). Today it has been
suggested that the role of flagship stores is both operational and strategic; however,
this has never been fully articulated or empirically researched (Allegra Strategies,
2005; Mikunda, 2004; Riewoldt, 2002; Moore and Doherty, 2007). There are conflicting
definitions and a range of differing functions offered by a variety of authors, also there
is no empirical synthesis of these ideas. The focus within the luxury fashion market
was chosen as flagships are most prevalent and continue to increase in number and
strategic significance within this sector. The flagship store format as we know it today
emerged in the 1990s; however, Carusone and Moscove (1985) identified the basic
concept in the 1970s establishing that this type of store acts as a draw to persuade the
consumer to enter.

The key dimensions of a flagship store can be derived from a selection of definitions
offered by Kozinets et al. (2002), Mikunda (2004), Jackson (2004), Diamond (2005),
Varley (2006), Moore (2006), Frings (2008), Kent and Brown (2009). Four main
characteristics were evident: first, located in a large outlet in a prominent area; second,
offers widest and most in-depth product assortment; third, high-quality store
environment; and finally, serves to communicate brand position and values. These
mirror the conceptual dimensions offered by Moore and Doherty (2007), although they
broaden the last dimension and call it strategic purpose. This model will be used as a
framework to compare the results of the primary research.

The role and function of a flagship store suffers from a lack of academic attention.
There have only been only a few very recent papers which empirically explore the
role of the flagship store. Previously, Moore and Doherty (2007) proposed four main
functions and as their framework is applied to the luxury fashion industry, it is
sensible to use this as a base for this exploratory research. They suggest the
function of a flagship is as a market entry method; as a conduit to market
relationships; as the focus of marketing communications; as a blueprint for store
development. Flagships as a market entry method was first identified by Moore et al.
(2000, p. 921) as being important within the luxury fashion market and is evident in
their “four stages of luxury brand foreign market development” model. This notion
is furthered extended within Moore et al.’s (2010) paper. The role of the flagship
as a conduit to market relationships is agreed with by Bruce et al. (2004) and Allegra
Strategies (2005) who suggest that the flagship has to attract a variety of
stakeholders (i.e. staff, landlords, investors, suppliers and the press), furthermore it
acts as a display of resource capability and suggests further market development
(Moore and Doherty, 2007). The flagship also acts as the focus of marketing
communication due to the media coverage generated by its opening and its use
as a PR and event venue (Allegra Strategies, 2005; Varley, 2006; Bingham, 2005).
The flagship is often used as a role model within the company to trial new product
ranges, visual merchandising concepts and customer service initiatives (Li et al.,
2004; Varley, 2006). Dion and Arnould (2011) through interviews with managers and
store observation, primarily considering three luxury brands: Vuitton, Dior and
Chanel, have arrived at a theory of charismatic transmission of the creative director
vis-à-vis the aesthetic vision creatively performed at flagship stores through which
the consumer, bewitched by the surroundings, comes to accept the legitimacy of the
brand’s identity. Others have investigated the role and function of the flagship in
relation to a broader project which seeks to outline the key elements necessary in the
successful management of luxury brands (e.g. Chevalier and Mazzalovo, 2012;
Kapferer and Bastien, 2008; Okonkwo, 2007).
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The experiential connection between luxury flagships and consumers
Shopping is an interactional process involving branding and identity of stores as
a means of promotion and advertising. It is also a way for stores to engage emotionally
with consumers, and it is an activity important to consumers themselves. As Zukin
(2004) tells us, it is the central activity of a consumer-based society. How this process
unfolds gives us insight not only into the meaning of the luxury shopping experience
but it furthers our understanding of the individual in contemporary consumer society
and allows us to see the intersection between commercial goals and individual agency.

In consumer society the notion of choosing a self has been firmly established.
The self becomes manifest through products and one can speak of the self not only as
defined by goods but as entering into relationships with goods and brands. Agency
and personal sovereignty is enacted through consumption, and in part, individuals
construct and communicate a self with symbols provided by brands (Arnould and
Thompson, 2007; Belk, 1988; Holbrook, 1987; Miller et al., 1998). Twitchell (2003)
visiting luxury stores in the USA, documents a cultural shift where unity – or a sense
of community – is based on acquisition of products, and a common experience in
branded spaces. Schor (1998) points to the destructive and sometimes unexpected
consequences of over-consumption and “competitive spending.” In the race to secure
one’s status, important things like an insurance policy and savings for the security of
loved ones, the impoverishment of workers, and the environment, may be forgotten.
Individuals attribute an identity to a brand, and store design is a key component of the
associations they make with a brand. Brengman and Willems (2003) explore the
determining features of store design that consumers attribute to a brand’s personality.
For example spacious, nicely designed stores with upscale merchandise are categorized
as sophisticated, which then contributes to one’s associations with the brand.

Luxury shopping allows consumers to fulfill, in a more intensive manner, a dual
need for status and a desire to indulge in pleasurable experiences. Luxury flagships are
designed to take into account all the senses and create an emotional response in
consumers (Riewoldt, 2002). Moving from concept to universe, luxury brands create
a “sensorial universe” capable of reaching different emotional contact points as
Desgrippes and Gobé (2007, p. 80) describe in their work on emotional branding.
Consumers engage in conspicuous consumption, either directly through the purchase
of products or in a broader sense through experiencing the flagship environment.
The luxurious environment of the flagship provides pleasure and self-affirmation in
the experience of shopping and browsing. Being and becoming a desired and desirable
self occurs within a prestigious context befitting to the goals of the individual who
chooses to shop in that environment.

Berthon et al. (2009) who refer to luxury stores as the material embodiment and
social context of a brand’s identity, present a three dimensional model of the value of
luxury brands. They identify three key elements that resonate with consumers:
functional, experiential and symbolic. Luxury becomes experiential as brands are read
by consumers, and associations made, vis-à-vis the symbolic meanings brands provide
through flagship stores.

Methodology
In order to arrive at a comprehensive definition of key elements comprising the luxury
flagship store, both in terms of function and role, and the experiential situation arising
from these features, the authors decided to explore the phenomena at two pivotal
points along the trajectory of the luxury flagship: the point of view of managers who
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are charged with execution of the brand’s vision through the daily operation of the
flagship, and that of customers who shop at luxury flagship stores. While past
research has focussed on defining the key dimensions of the flagship store (e.g.
Kozinets et al., 2002; Moore et al., 2010), understanding what is required to better
manage a luxury brand (Chevalier and Mazzalovo, 2012; Kapferer and Bastien, 2008;
Okonkwo, 2007) or on the customer’s experience (Twitchell, 2003) in relation to the
flagship store, we believe it is important to build on this research with a focus on
understanding how the flagship’s aesthetic dimensions are understood and
experienced by both managers and consumers. The decision to interview both
managers and customers developed from our intention to focus on the lived
experience of the luxury brand at the point of purchase, both in terms of functional
elements of stores and the more subjective impact of store aesthetics on the
consumer. With such an approach we hoped to find similarities across brands in
the use of flagship stores as communication tools, and to ascertain patterns in the
consumer experience of such stores.

The authors adopted a qualitative approach using non-participant observation and
interviews with flagship store managers across seven international fashion capitals.
Two main forms of qualitative research were employed for the purposes of this
exploratory study. Observation was undertaken in the form of site visits to the two
main streets where luxury fashion flagships are located within seven international
fashion capitals (London, Paris, Milan, New York, Hong Kong, Moscow and Tokyo).
The cities selected are among the most important fashion and international cities in the
world. Prior to the interviews, notes were taken regarding the form, size and location of
522 stores. Most managers did not agree to be interviewed which is one of the reasons
why so many stores were visited over a period of close to one year. The store visits also
helped us ascertain the key dimensions of luxury flagships. Ad hoc interviews were
pursued with flagship store managers of which 40 agreed to be interviewed and 30
interviews resulted. Questions were posed on the manager’s understanding of the
brand’s intent with respect to the form and function of the luxury flagship.
Specific questions related to Moore et al. (2010) framework were posed after general
conversation in which managers expressed their own views on the role of the flagship
store. Managers were asked if they saw the flagship as a focus for marketing
communications; market entry method; conduit to market relationships; as a blueprint
for store development. Managers were also asked to explain their own understanding
of the role of the flagship, and the way in which consumers interacted within this
environment. Each interview lasted on average five to seven minutes. A few were quite
short, lasting three or four minutes. Several interviews lasted up to 15 minutes.
The interviews were recorded and transcribed. This sample included a cross-section of
major luxury brands including Gucci, Hermes and Calvin Klein, and also smaller
and/or niche brands like Margaret Howell, Manoush and Barbara Bui.

The flagship store of one of the most important, successful and widely known
French luxury brands was selected in two-key locations: Paris and New York, so that a
comparison could be made on location. In order to gain the consumer perspective the
authors interviewed customers at the point of purchase at the flagship store in Paris,
and on occasion with the assistance of a research assistant[1] at the flagship of this
major luxury retailer. In New York City interviews were carried out by two research
assistants[2]. Ethnographic field study involved observing shoppers and interviewing
20 shoppers after exiting the megastore on one of the most well-known avenues in
Paris. The flagship is said to receive 6,000 visitors per day. Students conducted
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research at the brand’s flagship in New York, providing data on the shopping
experience of 22 shoppers in a different geographical context. Due to a lack of
resources, and the time consuming nature of this research, and the difficulty
of approaching people on the street, we were unable to carry out more interviews in
different locations with customers. While we would have liked to interview customers
at other stores, these two locations provided the best option strategically as they were
located in high-traffic luxury shopping areas. Students were instructed in several
sessions preceding the research on how to carry out the interviews and what to do in
the event of various problems. Each interview lasted on average three to four minutes.
A few were much shorter with respondents’ giving very brief and pointed answers,
and some lasted up to 15 minutes.

The interviews were conducted with the intention of capturing the elements of the
store experience that were most important to shoppers right after having been in the
store, and to discern the types of shopping associations made within the customers’
narratives, and whether these associations could be classified as experiential, symbolic
and/or functional. Reference was made to earlier research considering the importance
of the four dimensions of the luxury store (Kozinets et al., 2002; Mikunda, 2004;
Jackson, 2004; Diamond, 2005; Varley, 2006; Moore, 2006; Frings, 2008; Kent and
Brown, 2009). Following a questionnaire format, a quick introduction was made
outside of the stores in Paris and New York, and the purpose of the study was
explained to shoppers, followed by a general question on the shopper’s experience in
the store (could you describe your shopping experience?). Customers were asked
specifically about the customer service, store aesthetics and quality of the merchandise.
All customers were asked where they were from, if they bought the brand’s products
before and if they made a purchase that day.

Findings
Industry perspective
The results from the first part of this study concluded that the majority of Moore and
Doherty’s (2007) frameworks can be supported; however, more in-depth testing and
further areas for research are suggested. The results confirmed that the flagship stores
were typically located in larger than average outlets in prominent areas of the fashion
capitals. On average the majority of the flagships were over 10,000 square feet in size
and were highly concentrated within the two premium shopping streets in each of the
seven cities. In terms of distribution hierarchy the results also confirmed that the
flagship stores offered the widest variety and depth of product categories, often also
stocking exclusive items and therefore being able to communicate the brandscape
(Riewoldt, 2002) or total brand lifestyle. Related to this, the results illustrated that
a defining feature of a flagship is its highly differentiated store environment and
enhanced visual merchandising. This was achieved through collaboration with a
celebrated architect; key design features like staircases, double height atriums and
LCD screens; contemporary art installations, introduction of a “third space” set aside
from the selling floor; window schemes, and a unique management structure with
more than one assistant manager and a dedicated visual merchandising team. Postrel’s
(2003) thesis that the mode of communication by brands from the most commonplace
to the luxury level is through aesthetics; what today has become a fundamental value,
is supported, however, from the manager’s point of view we find that functional goals
are just as important. Meaning and indeed pleasure are derived from environments
where aesthetics play a central role as has been argued by previous researchers with
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respect to luxury shopping but economic and strategic business factors are of
primary concern as we see by applying Berton et al.’s experiential symbolic and
functional typology to the purpose of flagships as seen by managers. The strategic
purpose of a flagship store was suggested by all participants and is discussed
next (Tables I and II).

The functions of a flagship store which were supported by this research were its
role as a conduit for market relationships; as a marketing communication tool; and
as a role model for store development. The use of the flagship to support stakeholder
relationships was supported by all the flagship managers, as this quote by a British
luxury brand illustrates “having a flagship means that all the wholesale clientele
would have a model to follow, they would have a statement of the brand and would
be encouraged to buy the collection [y] a European flagship is a very good
reflection to the Asian market and also to the US market so they understand where
you are positioned.”

The flagship as a marketing communication device was upheld by the majority of
flagship managers who gave examples of its use for press and VIP consumer events.
This is clearly demonstrated by this response from a manager of an Italian brand
who said that the flagship “communicates an expression of the whole philosophy of
the brand [y] that is where you have your press and VIP events, your launch
parties.” However, it is much more than just a PR mechanism. An American
manager states “Our flagship store functions to be the ultimate embodiment of the
brand which serves to communicate the personality and lifestyle of the designer.”
Additionally a French luxury brand alludes to the emotional and experiential role of
the flagship for the employees as well as the consumers, describing the flagship as
the “heart of the firm.” Furthermore the flagship managers all confirmed that their
stores were the role model of the brand in terms of product trials, store design and
visual merchandising. To illustrate, new fixtures, concept store designs or window

Strategic purpose
of flagship

Managers in
agreement

Managers in
disagreement Construct

Focus for marketing communications 25 5 Functional symbolic
Market entry method 10 20 Functional symbolic
Conduit to market relationships 30 0 Functional experiential
Blueprint for store development 30 0 Functional symbolic

Note: n¼ 30

Table I.
Managers’ impressions

on strategic purpose
of flagship

Additional themes on
strategic purpose of flagship

Managers
citing theme Construct

Generate revenue 20 Functional
Build and showcase the brand’s identity 8 Symbolic functional
Position the brand in the market 6 Symbolic functional

Note: n¼ 30

Table II.
Additional themes

proposed by managers
on strategic purpose

of flagship
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schemes are installed in the flagship first and then filtered down through the brand,
exemplified in this quote by a manager for the flagship of a French brand “it’s the
benchmark which sits at the top of the pyramid.”

With respect to the role of a flagship as a market entry method only a third of brand
representatives agreed which conflicts with the literature. However, a potential
explanation for this is that flagship store managers are not required to have a wider
strategic perspective, alternatively it may no longer be a concern given that the brand’s
may have already attained this goal. One manager responded in this way: “We’re
already there. We aren’t playing that game.”

Additional functions of the flagship store which emerged from the interviews
include: to build and showcase the brand’s identity; to generate revenue; and to position
the brand within the market. These additional findings require further research. The
most interesting of these is the notion that the flagship must generate revenue as
previous research by Fernie et al. (1998) and Moore et al. (2000) suggest that flagships
are purely public relations devices. Chevalier and Mazzalovo (2012, p. 7) when
speaking of the essential need for luxury stores to be located in the “most fashionable
cities” state that “expenses rarely generate an equivalent gross margin” except in the
largest volume stores. One of the participants from an American brand stated:
“Although I did say that the main flagship store function is mainly as a window to
advertise the brand, today however it also needs to make money because that is the
trend of all businesses [y] you know you have a store and you need to make money
from it.” This statement echoed the responses of several other managers. This
particular dimension is worth further investigation as the strategic and increasingly
important fiscal role of the flagship is more recent.

Consumer perspective
From the Paris data it is possible to conclude that the luxury brand’s heritage and its
ability to showcase itself and its products within the Parisian context resonated
strongly with patrons in a way that it did not in New York. Dion and Arnould’s (2011)
thesis seemed to hold most in terms of the emotional intensity of the customer
experience in the Paris flagship location but less well in New York, even though the
New York focus was more on the store than on its New York location. The enthusiasm
about the brand and the quality of experience provided to customers reached the
highest levels at the Paris flagship because the heritage of the brand and its position in
Paris, a location which itself holds mythic status, coincided. There were seven general
types of experience that emerged from the Paris data; the most prevalent connected to
the Paris location and French cultural associations that the brand connotes through the
store. Within this category we classified responses where shoppers spoke of the
branded shopping experience in relation to being in Paris (n¼ 7), purchase made as a
memory of the Paris trip (n¼ 3) and shopping as their reason to come to Paris (n¼ 3).
In each type of shopping experience the symbolic attributes of the brand were
paramount, in combination with experiential and functional values. However,
functional categories were less important for consumers than they were for managers.
Within 15 categories identified, there were seven general types of experience related,
by order of frequency, to:

(1) a focus on Paris and the experience it provided;

(2) the brand’s store;

(3) customers’ emotions;
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(4) the brand;

(5) interpersonal aspects;

(6) sensory and tactile factors; and

(7) rational considerations.

The Paris cultural and touristic experience was most important, selected by 13 out of
20 cases. Rational reasons were least important, with only two cases citing this
category (Table III).

After the Paris cultural experience we find that the flagship environment itself is
cited by customers. Seeing the store (n¼ 4), being in the store (n¼ 4) and liking the
store environment (n¼ 3) were typical kinds of responses given by customers who
highlighted this aspect of the shopping experience. Emotional reasons were given by
seven customers. These included reference to pleasure associated with shopping
(n¼ 4), excitement/fun (n¼ 3) and emotions associated with making the purchase
(n¼ 1). Those who spoke of the brand itself citing style (n¼ 5) and quality (n¼ 2).
Some customers highlighted the interpersonal aspects of shopping such as being with
significant others (n¼ 5) or interacting with salespeople (n¼ 2). Sensory and tactile
factors were important to some consumers. The ability to see or touch items was
deemed as important. Rational reasons had to do with the convenience of shopping in
that store. Customers’ explanations in each case contained a symbolic dimension.
Respondents often linked the desire to shop in the French luxury brand’s store with the
experience of being in Paris. An appreciation of and identification with French culture
was cited by some shoppers, for example:

It is the city of fashion. Our number one destination. Love to go to the most exclusive places.
We studied French because of the history and fashion. Most people study Spanish.

France is linked to high culture which in turn is linked the French luxury brand
considered in this study, so that shopping at the store becomes an accomplishment and
a signifier of self:

True you can come here just to shop. It is why you come here. It is everything else too, all around
you. You could buy something at the mall but that does not rate very high for me as an
accomplishment. We can speak French with the salespeople here and make a special purchase.

Shopping is also a way to enjoy being with others, and an occasion to express emotions
and reinforce a desired self. A German man explains that he makes a purchase from
this French luxury brand for his girlfriend each time they vacation together in Paris.

Categories of customer experience Customers citing theme Construct

Focus on Paris cultural experience 13 Experiential symbolic
Flagship store environment 11 Experiential symbolic
Customers’ emotions 8 Experiential symbolic
French luxury brand 7 Functional symbolic
Interpersonal aspects 7 Experiential symbolic
Sensory and tactile factors 5 Experiential symbolic
Rational considerations 2 Functional symbolic

Note: n¼ 20

Table III.
Categories of customer

experience, French
luxury brand, Paris
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He explains that she can have anything she wants, and that he wants to give her the
best. She cites the brand’s connection to contemporary art as something especially
appealing, positioning herself as someone who is cultivated.

Two Japanese women explain that each year they plan their Paris vacation
around their desire to shop for the French luxury brand’s purses. They chose their
hotel because it is directly across from the flagship. They anticipate this trip and its
primary reward: the French luxury brand’s purses, all year. When in Japan they
receive letters from the brand and they frequently check the web site to “keep in
touch” with the brand. This French luxury brand maintains a prominent place in the
lives of these women and provides a center around which they gravitate in the larger
environs of Paris.

Considering the New York data, when customers were asked to reflect on their
experience at the store, responses converged most often on what drew them most to the
store. Most prevalent were reasons concerned with products (95 percent of participants
mentioned this reason), the store environment (92 percent), followed by customer
service (50 percent). The main reasons customers said they had a positive experience
had to do with the store’s interior design, the store being a relaxed environment, having
an elegant feeling and the great products provided by the brand. While 71 percent of
the 22 participants were tourists from places such as Brazil, Spain and Canada, the
New York location of the store did not figure prominently in their narratives. Certainly
the location drew them to the store, and in some cases this was coupled with the belief
that products in the New York location would cost less than at the brand’s store in their
home country. These elements: a focus on the store experience and the products
contributed to what constituted an overall good experience (Table IV).

Customers were often enthusiastic about their purchases because they liked the
products or had experienced some enjoyment while in the store, particularly when
shopping with others, but the level of enthusiasm was rather low. A much more practical
and functional approach could be seen: one lacking in excitement for the most part but
nevertheless in response to the brand’s symbolic dimensions. One customer states:

I like the quality. The customer service is fine. I like that the store design is open, and that it is
not overcrowded. The salespeople don’t harass you but they are there to help. The products
last long: a life time. You have a warranty.

The French brand, visited by tourists in New York, created an experience that was
separated from the brand’s French connotation: it was not cited by those interviewed as
they emerged from the store. Enjoyment was centered more on the store and not so
much on its location in New York. One customer who made a purchase mentions: “I had
a blast in the store.” Another says that the store “Feels like you are inside a [cites the
name of the French luxury brand] purse.”

Most customers mentioned the high regard they had for the brand through its
products. A woman from Miami who preferred the easier layout of the Miami flagship

Categories of customer experience Customers citing theme Construct

Products 21 Functional symbolic
Flagship store environment 20 Experiential symbolic
Customer service 11 Experiential symbolic

Note: n¼ 22

Table IV.
Categories of customer
experience, French luxury
brand, New York
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store said that “They are really good products, that is why I buy them.” A male shopper
mentioned that “they have such nice clothing and bags, they are such great quality and
they look trendy, expensive and stylish.” A female from New York states:

It is a nice store. The products are nice, classic. I have a lot. I love them. I buy everything.
Whenever they come up with new things I have to have them.

When specifically asked about the store and customer service she is rather matter
of fact. “Sometimes you get good customer service if you know someone and
buy from them. They become nice. Security guy got someone to help upstairs
but downstairs I had to wait.”

Many customers had a rational approach to brand and its products. One New York
customer stated:

I like the quality. Fine customer service. The store is open and not overcrowded. They don’t
harass but they are there to help. Products last a lifetime and have a warranty.

A customer from Scotland says he is:

Just in and out. Just looking. I have a store where I live but it’s cheaper here and that is why
we are looking.

In amalgamating our results from discussions with managers and customers we find
that four essential elements define the flagship store:

(1) flagship stores are a means of establishing the brands particular heritage and
identity;

(2) flagship stores allow a brand to position itself as a luxury brand in terms of its
identity and with respect to other brands through the store’s architecture,
design, collaborations and location;

(3) flagship stores are means by which the depth of a brand’s offering may be
displayed; and finally they are; and

(4) a means of providing a branded customer experience within which customers
determine their own relationship to the brand.

Discussion
Luxury fashion brands are opening more flagships in the world’s major cities as
a way to strengthen and maintain control of their image, to shape it in the eyes of
consumers, to promote an identity that enhances the brand, and to provide customers
with an enjoyable experience on both a personal and interpersonal level in a branded
environment. Increasingly these imperatives culminate not only in the valuable
symbolic currency that luxury stores generate but in significant financial returns
which we term as functional goals. In this interest we see luxury brands forging
new ties with artists, designers and architects to create ever more impressive
structures that will not only speak to the brand’s identity and showcase its products
but will draw more customers to the stores who will make purchases of both higher
priced and “entry-level” merchandise. The research contributes to the academic
literature on flagship stores through exploratory empirical research which suggests
the affirmation of the conceptual frameworks offered by Moore and Doherty (2007) as
well as an enrichment of these concepts. Size, location and product range were defining
features of the form of the luxury flagship. The function of the luxury flagship was less
likely to involve market entry. Strategic purposes involved being a conduit to market
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relations, focus of marketing communications and a blue print for other stores.
The flagship was also seen as a branding tool to build and showcase the brand’s
identity and to position it in the market. Generation of revenue was an important
strategic goal cited by 20 of the 30 store managers interviewed.

This research furthers the consumer culture and branding literature, and our
knowledge of experiential shopping by engaging managers who inhabit the frontlines
of luxury flagships in a dialogue about the composition of the luxury flagship, and the
evolution of its expanding role, and encouraging customers to share their motivations
immediately upon exiting stores. The findings point to the importance of luxury
branding through mythic signs furnished by the brand through the store environment
and location to the enactment of agency and a chosen self by customers, within
a context set by the brand but mediated by consumers. It combines an emphasis on
place, and on consumer experience narratives, directly following exposure to the store,
thus extending the work of Arnold and Reynolds (2003) which developed a typology of
why people go shopping, and the work of Berthon et al. (2009) which established
a typology of the luxury brand’s most important facets. Managers helped us
understand that luxury flagships also acted as the cultural centers of brands for
those within the firm, defining the brand’s identity and positioning, and providing
a meaningful connection to the brand, and an understanding of a branded universe.

Luxury flagships are self-indulgent environments infused with drama which invite
self-affirmation and conspicuous consumption. One performs a self in the midst of the
excitement of the branded universe of the luxury flagship. This may involve affirming
an already held privileged identity or a claim to a desired or aspirational identity.
Identity affirmation as well as the affirmation of interpersonal relations is solidified
through shopping in ways that hold individual significance for the shoppers.
The identity of the brand is also solidified for the customer within the flagship store.

The French luxury brand discussed in this study is experienced as a signifier of
Paris and France in the Paris flagship, but this signification is not cited by customers in
the New York flagship. Customers often spoke of their purchase as a souvenir of the
Paris vacation, and a way to remember and to celebrate time spent together. We see
this in the experience of the German couple and their ritual of buying a purse to mark
the occasion of their time spent together in Paris, and in the case of the Japanese
women who planned their vacation around the French luxury brand purchases.
Shopping for this particular brand in Paris allows consumers to create a rich narrative
that can be drawn on in the future. In the case of the German man, the status of the
brand becomes his status, through the shared flagship experience and subsequent
purchase of a purse for his girlfriend. We see clearly in her case that the aesthetic
features of the environment allow her to position herself as someone who is immersed
in the world of contemporary art vis-à-vis the brand. The Japanese women in returning
each year, and in keeping in touch with the brand when not in Paris, have built
a relationship with each other and with the brand.

Given the availability of the brand’s flagship stores in Japan and Germany we see
that the Parisian location has a special anchoring which cannot be replicated in full
elsewhere. The brand’s heritage reaches an apex in Paris, and is diluted outside of the
Parisian context no matter how aesthetically engaging the store’s environment.
Shopping in New York at the French luxury brand may well be an experience sought
out by its customers but it lacks the close connotation to the brand’s heritage that the
Paris flagship provides, causing customers to focus more on associations they made to
the brand and its products, and on the immediate experience with the products, and
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within the store. The flagship stands as an important center to the brand even if it is
not visited by most customers or present in their awareness. Referring to the work of
Dion and Arnould (2011), in New York the store becomes more of a focus as does its
products, and to a lesser extent (with 50 percent of consumers citing this when asked to
describe the shopping experience), customer service. However, there is less enthusiasm,
and feelings expressed are far from the enchantment discussed in the Dion and
Arnould (2011) article. The magic and seduction they speak of was found in the
narratives of the Paris shoppers even though they did not make a point of focussing on
the flagship’s aesthetics.

Experiential luxury shopping is complex and cannot be reduced to any one
dimension. There are three categories that define it: experiential, symbolic and
functional; with points of intersection between them (Berthon et al., 2009). The Paris
cultural and touristic experience was most often cited. This category bears some
relation to the “adventure shopping” category identified by Arnold and Reynolds
(2003) in their study of shoppers in non-luxury environments. The functional
dimension of luxury products, their physical manifestation having to do with
materials, craftsmanship and what they do, clearly can be separated from the shopping
experience. Some shoppers seek out what Berthon et al. (2009) describe as the
experiential dimension, that is the “sensations, feelings, cognitions and behavioral
responses evoked” in the subjective experience of the individual, and do not seriously
evaluate the use value or the composition of merchandise. The experiential dimension
relies upon the material presence and properties of products as well as on imagination.
The luxury consumer expects that all three elements be present and that they be
reinforced by a multitude of factors acting in conjunction with one another. In this
research, the symbolic component was always present, whether shoppers were
focussed on experiential or functional motives. One could argue that the symbolic
component is the anchor that draws consumers to the brand, and it is almost always
present in the consciousness of managers who understandably focus also on functional
imperatives. Even if a customer highlights the convenience of shopping in the store,
we miss something essential if we see the shopping experience as merely a functional
construct and ignore the symbolic element that is always present. Products, their
mythical associations and the entire framework within which this brand
communicates an image through the flagship store serves to attract a particular
customer drawn to such a system of signification and experience. While Paris shoppers
did not mention customer service, unlike their New York shopping counterparts, one
would imagine that it played a role in the overall and almost unanimously positive
assessment of the shopping experience. It seems to have been subsumed in the
enthusiasm of shopping for a favorite brand in the city of its birth.

The luxury flagship store provides a strategic value to brands which is expressed
through elements of their form and function. Brands communicate a specific identity
within the larger luxury fashion world to employees, and they position themselves in
relation to other brands. Customers respond differently to stores depending on a store’s
form and function and upon the associations they bring with them, and how these
associations relate to the level of the brand’s prestige, its products and its heritage. The
flagship’s location plays a key role in the shopping experience. There is also
a situational aspect that occurs in relation to how store personal relate to customers,
the conditions under which shoppers find themselves (alone, with others, on vacation,
on a lunch hour) and how a variety of elements comprising the environment of the store
impress themselves upon the shopper.
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More attention needs to be given to the experiential role of the flagship as seen by
managers and the ways in which the brands in conjunction with store managers
work to create an enjoyable and aesthetically pleasing environment. We must look at
how these strategies and lived experiences differ in different locations and across
brands. A second stage of interviews with managers with a more structured set of
questions, and more in-depth observation and discussion with customers at the
point of purchase, across different locations is planned. Further research needs to be
conducted which considers revenue share generated by flagships in comparison to
other retail stores and channels. The importance of the geographic location of the
flagship in relation to the brand’s own heritage also needs to be researched.
The magnificent environment of the French luxury brand’s flagship melded with the
larger Parisian and French context of which it was no doubt seen as a worthy
signifier. In the absence of this environment pointing so decisively and with such
grandeur to the brand’s own heritage and prestige, the flagship itself may be
experienced more consciously as “the environment” defining the brand.

Notes

1. Caroline Merck assisted in the Paris interviews.

2. Samuel Cohen and Veronica Khatimskaya.
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