Luxury and e-commerce: oxymoron or complementary?
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Introduction :
Buying a rare or a luxury product is a significant emotional and financial investment, which holds back online purchase (Fazeli, Shukla and Perks, 2020). However, luxury goods e-commerce sales sharply increased since 2020, reaching 25% of the global luxury market[footnoteRef:3] , after the Covid-19 pandemic. How can luxury grow in e-commerce, an accessible to all distribution channel, far from the privileged settings of luxury stores? (Batat, 2017).  The research highlighted the disincentives to online purchasing (Liu, Burns and Hou, 2013; Veg-Sala and Geerts, 2015), but what are the individual factors explaining this e-commerce craze?  [3:  According to Bain and Company] 

The objective of this research is to compare the attitudes and emotions felt in-store and in e-commerce, by comparing the opinions of luxury experts with those of luxury consumers.
2. Literature review:
Scarcity and luxury: Scarcity is associated with a unique and exclusive product (Phau and Prendergast, 2000), high demand or limited stock (Cialdini, 1993; Ku et al. 2012). Luxury goods are characterized by the experience they convey (Dall'Olmo Riley and Lacroix, 2003). Luxury brands have based their identity on scarcity and exclusivity (Batat, 2007), and distribution in "flagship" stores[footnoteRef:4] emblematic of luxury positioning (Filser, 2001).  [4:  Flagship stores] 

E-commerce and luxury: One of the main obstacles to the development of e-commerce in luxury is not being able to touch the product (Dall'Olmo Riley, Lacroix, 2003). Luxury brands have long resisted digitization and favored physical store distribution (Tissier-Desbordes, 2004; Kim and Ko, 2012).  Research into the online purchase of valuable, rare, or luxury products is still underdeveloped (Liu, Burns and Hou, 2013; Veg-Sala, Geerts, 2015). The online purchase of luxury goods is a specific context requiring further research (Fazeli, Shukla and Perks, 2020). 
3. Research methodology and objectives
We have chosen a methodology that combines a three-stage exploration method to ensure the triangulation of methods (Gavard-Perret, Gotteland, Haon, Jolibert, 2008). 
The first phase consists of a netnography (or Internet ethnography), a qualitative method adapted to the study of online communities (Kozinets, 1998). The selected exchanges concern the online and offline purchasing experiences of a major French luxury brand on Facebook. A thematic analysis was performed on the verbatims.
The second phase of this research consists of qualitative semi-structured interviews with two distinct populations: industry experts (N=12) and luxury consumers (N=20). This method uncovers latent attitudes and behaviors of the participants (Evrard, Pras and Roux, 2009), and the comparison of two distinct populations enables theoretical and managerial insights to be drawn. The interview guide addresses the themes of luxury, luxury distribution (in-store and e-commerce) and scarcity. The interviews took place in 2022. Analyses were carried out using Nvivo analysis software.

Table 1: Structure of the qualitative study
	Phase
	Objectives
	Method
	Samples/ corpus
	Analysis

	Discovery
	Understanding how luxury e-commerce is perceived in relation to the physical store
	Netnography
	International consumers (N=80) / 27,000 words
	Thematic analysis 

	Exploratory
	Understanding how experts and consumers perceive e-commerce

Comparing expert and consumer perceptions
	Semi-structured interviews
	Experts (N=12: 6 men, 6 women, various ages and profiles)/ 44,000 words and 7h of recordings
	Thematic analysis


	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	Consumers (N=20: 10 men, 10 women, various ages and profiles)/ 57,000 words and 11h of recordings
	Thematic analysis 



4. [bookmark: _heading=h.com4s6qwpme]Key research findings :
4.1: Netnography results :
The thematic analysis shows the disincentives at work against online purchases of high-involvement products such as luxury goods. The theme of product availability recurs widely in exchanges: an initial floating reading (Paillé and Mucchielli, 2008) highlighted the utilitarian and hedonic dimensions of online exchanges. Analysis with NVIVO software revealed that the majority of occurrences concern the utilitarian dimension (availability and scarcity in the lead). Barriers to purchase (Liu, Burns and Hou, 2013; Veg-Sala and Geerts, 2015) are amply illustrated. The discussion threads show the intensity of emotions felt when the coveted product is available, or on the contrary, when it's not available. These exchanges also show the ability of Internet users to find and share solutions, outside the brand, to reduce the risk of buying online and remedy the impossibility of actually seeing and touching the product. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.41mghml][bookmark: _heading=h.yim6e47zllb]
[bookmark: _heading=h.cuj8p7l9vyal]4.2: Results of interviews with experts and consumers :
[bookmark: _heading=h.pay1768nr67y]Thematic analysis of motivations for online luxury purchases
Going to the store is an engaging act (you may be intimidated, or receive a scornful look from salespeople), in the sense of Joule and Beauvois (1989). 
[bookmark: _heading=h.tq3ducqhx03b]The experts emphasize the commercial dimension: e-commerce is indispensable for a major brand, and today it complements the physical store. It's an effective communication tool for brands. Experts see e-commerce as a means of preparing for a visit to the store.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ft0utvao1bh0]Consumers emphasize the ease of access to e-commerce and its universal character, open to all, without distinction. Younger consumers (aged 20/29) in particular spontaneously cite this advantage of e-commerce (N=7/9). E-commerce is the way to find the product in the variant and size you're looking for, not always available in the nearest store. It allows you to compare prices on different sites. For some, it's also a way of finding rare products that are hard to find in stores. Unlike experts, consumers use the store to see and try on the products they then buy on e-commerce.

Thematic analysis of e-commerce purchase disincentives :
Experts and consumers alike point to the fact that the online experience lacks emotion, that it's boring.
For consumers, e-commerce generates more "control" emotions (fear and skepticism), according to the Holbrook and Batra (1987b) scale, and fewer positive emotions, in contrast to the physical store, which generates positive emotions of pleasure and arousal, according to the Holbrook and Batra (1987b) emotions scale. There was a correlation between age and the perception of e-commerce shopping as boring (N=7 out of 14 people aged 40-49).
Consumers highlight the risky experience that generates fears and reluctance to buy online: the risk of making a mistake (N=8/20), the risk of transport and the lack of simplicity of returns (N=6/16), the ecological and ethical risk of buying online (N=5/20). Consumers choose to go to a physical store to limit the risk of an online purchase for a luxury product (N=10/20), particularly young buyers aged 20/29 (N=6/11), or for the pleasure of the memorable experience of in-store shopping (N=4/20).
[bookmark: _heading=h.pytdtp2d3w4m]E-commerce lacks the rites and rituals associated with the physical store, yet Belk, Wallendorf and Sherry (1991) have shown that the sacralization of the brand is achieved in particular through rites and rituals. Using this Christian metaphor, e-commerce can be compared to Protestant worship, which takes place in direct contact with the worshipped brand, without the intercession of salespeople; in contrast, the codified ritual of the in-store journey is reminiscent of Catholic worship. 



Results summary table
[bookmark: _heading=h.1hmsyys]The following table shows the main findings of our research.
	Type of study
	Sample
	Key results for online luxury purchases

	Netnography
	Facebook fan group (N=80)
	Thematic analysis :
· Many fears hinder online purchasing
· The importance of online product availability
· Strong emotions when the product is available/unavailable
· Online shoppers' ability to overcome the limitations of e-commerce

	Semi-structured interviews
	Experts (N=12)
	Thematic analysis :
· An indispensable complement to the store
· Find out more online, then buy in-store
· The online shopping experience lacks emotion, it's boring, even austere.

	
	Consumers (N=20)

	Thematic analysis :
· Entering a store is an engaging act (Beauvois and Joule, 1989)
· The online shopping experience comes with risks
· E-commerce makes it possible to find rare products not available in physical stores
· E-commerce generates emotions of control (Holbrook and Batra, 1987)
· The higher the price, the more the consumer wants to (1) reduce the risk of buying in a physical store (2) enjoy the positive emotions and experience of in-store shopping.
· The metaphor of Protestant worship (e-commerce) versus Catholic worship (the physical store) (Belk, Wallendorf, Sherry, 1991)



5. Conclusion
Our research complement the work of Liu, Burns and Hou, 2013 and Veg-Sala and Geerts, 2015 on the perceived risks of e-commerce for luxury goods buyers. Our research shows that e-commerce generates emotions of control (Holbrook and Batra, 1987) that play a key role in the trade-off between e-commerce and in-store purchase. Also, as the value or price of the product increases, consumers prefer to go in-store, to limit the risk, or to have the pleasure of an in-store experience. From a managerial point of view, luxury brands could better integrate the ludic dimension into their online purchasing journey, to compensate for the "lack" of rituals compared to the in-store experience. Managers could use the strategies put forward by netnography to better present the product (multiple photos, product presentation videos, development of help by an online Assistant). Managers could follow expert advice, such as offering exclusive online services and products (chats, coaching, personalization and online experiences). However, our research has limitations linked to the exploratory nature of the studies conducted, which require confirmatory quantitative studies. A correlation between affective state or anticipated emotion and the trade-off between store and e-commerce seems to be an emerging line of research. Other avenues could be investigated, such as the role of the price variable in the choice of distribution channel.
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