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Generation Y and Luxury Brands:  

A high stake rendez-vous 

 

ά[ǳȄǳǊȅ ōǊŀƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΤ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǊŜōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ Ǿƛŀ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎέ 

Peter Kim - Chief Strategy Officer at Dachis Group -  

pointing out the conflicting relationship between Generation Y using social media and luxury brands.  

 

Who are Generation Y?  The mere attempt to define is confusing with multiple existing terms, from 

Millennials to Echo Boomers.  Although there is no consensus over it, Generation YΩǎ broadest definition 

includes people born between 1977 and 2000, having experienced similar events at a similar age.  In 

America, Generation Y accounts for 80 million people with a buying power exceeding USD 200 billion a 

year, making them an important target for high-end retailers.  They are a much larger and more 

significant cohort than their Generation X predecessors.  The key to success for the luxury industry will 

be in its ability to decipher this new generationΩǎ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎΦ   

In their book, Principles of Marketing (2005), Philippe Kotler and Gary Armstrong define a brand as a 

name, phrase, design, symbol, or combination of these used to identify a product and distinguish it from 

those of its competitors, thus giving a product an identity, a value and a meaning.  

 

As a brand, how can one speak and captivate Generation Y?  For starters, this generation questions 

everything.  Most importantly, they question a brandΩǎ meaning, thus questioning the very principles of 

brand loyalty.   As a result, a brand needs to understand and manage the sources of brand meaning at 

an early stage, if brands are meant to drive growth.  This is so important, because when consumers grow 

older, they spend less time searching information about products and evaluating them ((Taylor and 

Cosenza, Profiling later aged female teens: mall shopping and clothing choice, Journal of Consumer 

Marketing, 2002).   

Luxury brands could potentially be defined as brands associated with high quality, high priced products 

often created by famous designers. These brands not only sell luxury, but they sell the American dream.  

They create an image of an aspirational lifestyle one yearns to achieve.  Brands invest a lot of effort and 

money in advertising campaigns to promote its luxury image yet, all these efforts seem futile in reaching  

Generation Y.  Why is this?  To answer this 200 billion dollar question, we must first explore three key 
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questions: what can we learn about Millennials from their buying patterns and behaviors? What 

motivates them? How can brands effectively communicate to them? 

 

What can we learn about Millennials from their buying patterns and behaviors? 

GŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ¸Ωǎ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ·Φ  Peer pressure, research, and lack of 

commitment are three key defining characteristics of this cohort.  When active on social media, as is the 

case with this generation, ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ, making one more vulnerable to 

succumb to peer pressure.  In a 2011 study conducted by Mr. Youth called Meet the class of 2015,  66% 

ƻŦ aǊΦ ¸ƻǳǘƘΩǎ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ  ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ǳǇ a store after learning their friend had checked in (on Foursquare, 

Facebook or any other social media platform), revealing how Millenials are strongly influenced by peer 

pressure. 
 

To the frustration of retail marketers, tƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǘŜŜƴagers go online to read product reviews before 

making purchases, a phenomenon which did not exist to define any of its preceding generations.  

Whether online or offline, Generation Y do not seem particularly loyal to brands.  One explanation could 

be the evolution of society. With vast amounts of information and products available, coupled with 

globalization and easy access to communication, it is harder for Millennials to find points of reference.   

Another reason could be the fact that this is a generation who grew up in a world where long-term 

commitments were no longer the rule in society and loyalty was not rewarded.  People change partners, 

people change jobs, people change brands.  As a result, their buying behaviors and patterns reflect this 

DNA and they are less predictable in their brand choices than their previous generation.  

 

Yet, Millennials are brand conscious. How did such consciousness come to be?  One simple explanation 

is reflected in their childhood.  With an increasing number of divorces and the number of households 

with both parents holding full-time jobs, parents have tried to make up for their absence by giving their 

childǊŜƴ άƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŜǊǎŀǘȊέ.  The fact that Millennials were given expensive gifts without having to 

earn them has made many of them spoiled, hedonistic and materialistic, even more so than their 

parents.  Furthermore, Millennials in search of their identity give much more credit to their appearances 

and therefore to the brands they wear, as  it establishes  how they are perceived by others.  Brands are 

thus, a social tool. The image of brands is vital in their decision making process. To many Millennials, 

some luxury brands are associated with their parents, which to them, are perceived as άinherited 

brandsέ and not ŀƴ άŀŘƘŜǎƛƻƴ ōǊŀƴŘέ.   These brands, in their minds, are no longer appealing, partly 

because of  rejection of the previous generation, or partly because some Millennials might have 

witnessed those brands making their parents unhappy. 

 

Conveying a brand image is the responsibility of marketing and advertising.  Generation Y grew up with 

technology, and their attention is split between multiple devices from laptops to smartphones to TVs. 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aǊΦ ¸ƻǳǘƘΨǎ  Class of 2015 ǎǘǳŘȅΣ уф҈ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ  teens own a laptop, 67% access Facebook 

from their smartphones , and 80% of them watch TV while using two or more devices simultaneously.  

As a consequence, traditional mass-marketing through magazines, TV or radio seems irrelevant and 

outdated, all the more as Generation Y is shape shifting and has a fragmented brand consciousness.  
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Because they were hugely exposed to commercials during their childhood, Millenials are very familiar 

with marketing and branding and can ŘŜǘŜŎǘ ΨŦŀƭǎŜΩ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ global messages that 

are not directly connected with their experiences, their friends or anything touching or gratifying them 

instantly. 

 

The perception of luxury brands is vital in the process of decision making, and that is why luxury brands 

have to create an emotional bond with Millennials.  The only way to do so is to figure out what drives 

their choices.  

 

What motivates them? 
Millennials have common ideas which motivate their decision making processes and buying behaviors. 

All Millenials were born in a more transparent universe due to easier communication thanks to 

technology.  Think of the arrival of computers at schools and at home, of cell phones, of social media 

(58% of MrΦ ¸ƻǳǘƘΩǎ Class of 2015 sample use ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ Ϧŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜέύ.  Because of this, and because of 

their early exposure to commercials, Millennials are very concerned about their image and peer 

acceptance.  Also, they have witnessed major societal changes and a significantly increased respect for 

social and cultural diversity. Generally, they were raised in a wealthy and safe environment and 

participated in group activities.  As a result, they think that anything is possible and are looking for a 

deeper meaning of life. They generally ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀ άWǳǎǘ 5ƻ Lǘέ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ.  It seems that snap ideas are more 

important than shrewd execution, and that personal ambition prevails over the general interest of 

society. Paradoxically, if they are looking for a deeper meaning of life, they also admire quick money 

makers, like celebrities and sport stars. 

 

In fact, reactinƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛŀƭǎ ƘƻǇŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊƛǎƳ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ 

society: The Millennial Cause Study (2006) from the Cone Foundation found that 70% of Millennials 

surveyed had bought a causeςrelated product in the previous year, and 89% of them answered they 

would switch brands to support a worthy cause. Millennials are very sensitive to cause-related 

marketing, especially through social media, buzz and word-of-mouth.  What is really important to them 

is real life experience.  As a result, brands have to find new ways of managing both buying behaviors 

online (in which buyers mainly compare prices, even on social websites) and actual shopping, in which 

real locations must be entertaining enough to compete with online shopping. 

 
Nevertheless, there are some substantial differences among Millennials. Demographic factors like place 

of birth and ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ opportunities have an impact on buying 

behaviors. Fred Bonner, co-author of Diverse Millennial students in College (2011), asserts that most of 

the thoughts made about Millennials mainly apply to "white, affluent [American] teenagers who 

accomplish great things as they grow up in the suburbs, who confront anxiety when applying to super-

selective colleges, and who multitask with ease as their helicopter parents hover reassuringly above 

them."  So, to reach other socio-economic groups in Generation Y, taking into account these factors is 

decisive since they ultimately determine the experiences of the individual and therefore his/her buying 

behaviors. It is all the more true between different countries. That is why there is a big challenge for 
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luxury brands.  The latter has existed for a long time and has become genuine institutions which are not 

very flexible in terms of adjusting their history and image. Yet, they are supposed to conquer new 

market share by precisely adjusting brand offering to local markets. 

 

Despite their diversity, attitudes among aƛƭƭŜƴƛŀƭǎΩ multiple points of convergence in music, fashion, 

media, and technology may be used in a clear brand strategy in order to reach them effectively.  

 

How can brands effectively communicate to them? 

Understanding social media is not enough to reach Millennials.  According to Mr. ¸ƻǳǘƘΩǎ нлмм study 

Meet the class of 2015, only 73% of individuals surveyed considered their Facebook friends, defined as 

having actually hung out in person, as real friends.  What is the real commitment of Millennials in social 

media when online άŦǊƛŜƴŘǎέ are not real friends?  Expanding on this thought, if Millennials are not truly 

involved in what they say or defend online, are they truly involved in what they say offline? 

 

The amount of information, on global and social issues, has made it more difficult for teens and young 

adults to be genuinely committed to something.  The world appears as a chaotic place, and they are lost 

in it without really knowing which cause is worth fighting for.  Their inner compass is not of any use. 

They feel very concerned about many issues such as global warming, helping the underprivileged and 

yet most of them do not take long-term action. That could be an opportunity for luxury brands, if they 

succeed in being perceived as something permanent, resisting an ever changing chaotic world and 

willing to make it a better place. 

 

To appeal to Millennials, luxury brands should focus on a clear brand DNA anchored in strong values. 

They should display commitment to a charitable cause by partnering with prominent nonprofit 

organizations with excellent track records.  They should appear as timeless and yet as entities associated 

with change and trying to create a better future.  Luxury should not be perceived as merely expensive 

products only bought by old snobs, ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛŀƭǎΩ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ 

for a deeper meaning of life. 

 

Yet, since brand control has somewhat shifted from brands to the consumer, this appears to be a 

difficult task. In the article Demystifying social media, by Roxane Divol , David Eidelman and Hugo 

Sarrazin (April 2012), it is demonstrated that the consumer purchasing behavior is no longer a linear 

march, but a journey with multiple feedback loops and interestingly, social media may have an influence 

at each stage. ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƭŀǳƴŎƘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƻƭƭŀǊǎ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ŧŀƴǎέ 

says Claire Cain Miller in her article New Starbucks ads seek to recruit online fans (nytimes.com; May 

18, 2009).  This statement sums up the idea that earning aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛŀƭǎ Ψ support is cheaper and has much 

more impact than any other marketing technique in the modern era.   Luxury brands should involve 

them in the process of making the brand live and evolve because thanks to technology, everyone is a 

marketer now.  Of course online contents, posts, likes on social media are crucial but they can be 

outdated if used alone. The bottom line is providing Millennials, whether online or offline, with 
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experiences that will give them a badge of honor by sharing content  that will arouse the interest of 

their peers. 

Monitoring the success of such marketing campaigns should trickle down a higher volume of positive 

online posts; the traffic increase should result in a higher search placement and ultimately, sales should 

be driven at a rate higher than the company could achieve with traditional media.  

  

It is likely that the Generation Y market will keep on growing with increasing buying power, at least in 

the next ten to fifteen years. To reach Millennials, marketing campaigns should no longer be product-

centered but people centered, whether online or offline.  Millennials are no longer only consumers of 

luxury brands, but also creators and actors. Obviously, even if Generation Y is a market to grasp, a 

balance has to be found between targeting the right customers who can afford the product and 

increasing brand awareness, because the essence of luxury is exclusivity.    It is urgent that luxury brands 

understand how to deal with them and question themselves to a certain extent, because Generation Z is 

already on its way with new challenges. 
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L U X E  A V E N U E  I S  A  R E C R U I T M E N T  A N D  E X E C U T I V E  S E A R C H  

F I R M  S P E C I A L I Z E D  I N  L U X U R Y  A N D  L I F E S T Y L E .  

I T  B R I D G E S  T H E  S E C T O R S  O F  F A S H I O N ,  J E W E L R Y  &  

W A T C H E S ,  B E A U T Y ,  G A S T R O N O M Y ,  H O S P I T A L I T Y  A N D  
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