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ACUT ABOVE WATCHES

INTERMATIOMAL HERALD TRIBUNE

Signing up, uneasily, for e-tailing

TAG Hower's ool
ing portal directs
online shoppers in
zearch of warches
1o retadl partner
sl biaild and
meintnined by the
brand for a fee. dn
Taghewsere-
oty ue.com, the
brand selks ac-
essories directly
ik COTHRI TS,
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Luxury brands address question
of how, and whether, to offer
a tactile sales experience online

BY VICTORIA GOMELSRY

TheWatchAvamwe com is a virtwal aresds af ]]-EIE]I
boutkques representing some of Switzerland's
finest timepicoe brands, U'sing ambient street
sounds, digital clips of walking, 1alking salespeaple
and cyberkiosks brimming with product informa-
ko, the site ptiempts o recreate the chic amibi-
enge of the pealwordd salons whepe |.I.IJ!LIL'!|I'
witches are tvpleally sold.

Unlike those salons, bowever, WatchAvenue's
boutiques are o equipped o sell amything.
MWEI[.': it8 12 tenanns, just one, TAL He uer, =2l e
timepieces online — and even then only throagh
Lirks o the gites of B brick-and-morar partners.

The ]I.ll'[l.ll':r' warch bismess = committed to ofter-
ing a deluxe, tactile shopping experience. But as
lateseomers Lo Wab 2.0, most brands have slruggled
with tran 513.1'"13 thar tothe [I'IT-EI:'I'LE‘[.‘_'IJTL'IPIIIUI'['U]HJ_I
their reluctinos to sell anlme s the Web™ timted
FEpULALHNY 28 8 brE-EI]ng El‘-ﬂl.lﬂd Fior couinbes [@itg.

The arguments deflect artention from a more
pressing concern thout e-commerce: the threat it
posEs 0 oa brand’s raditional distnibution nel-
worh,

Recent developments, however, sugpsst that the
III.('ILIS-!I.‘!.I"S entretched views on distribiution, and
the Internet’s place in i, are changing.

Hiermis was the first to introdoce an ecome
merce-enablad gite, in 2008, Whila il is restricted o
thie LA, marker and has a limited selection, the gite
paints toa future m which Tuxury widches may he
atcegailde T /7.

“It I'E'BPIIIZIIJE p.I'ITl'I:].I'I'l}' t the need of conveni-
enee for buyers who are lecated far from a shop, 5o
it's particularly approprgale for oounicies with
large peography like the U.5.4, or China,” sasd Luc
Perramonsd, chief executive of La Mantre Hermés,

TAG Hewer [ollowed about 318 monihs Al With
the roll-one of its e-tailing program, a porial that
directs online shoppers o retal partner sibes that
are constrwcted and maintaimnad '|.If|' Lhe brand foc a
fee, A sign that TAG Hewer isconsidering addition-
al online mawdels is the Decsmber introdwction of
Tﬂ,ghE'UE'IE'IH:IllI.iq e opem, where (he brand =ellks
eyowear, leather goods and accessonies directly to
CONSUMEers.,

PACOERSHr =S |3 L I-I]Eﬂl-l'.“ﬁ!!‘.“gl:l.l"_ﬁ' for us Lo Stard
in because we have no ofther channel to retail
them,” saud Jean-Christaphe Babin, TAG Heuer's
chiel executive. Il we see they are succasaful, we
might be tempied to sell watches online for a
simple reasan: bo grow the market”

In the meantioe, only oke meajar playver in the
waitch space has been bold enough to go direct with

its nimepieces. In December, Bell & Ross intro-
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duced its European e-boutique, which offers the
French-Swiss brapd's entire watch collection, of
abaut 300 madels, to anline customers in Europe.
They can buy through the site directly or have
watches shipped to authorzed points of sale, In the
latter instamee, ceedit wonld go o the petailer.

“We telt it was more impogtant to take a stand in
the e-commerce world than to baild the ideal con-
cepiial store online”” Robario Passariello, Ball &
Ross's director of marketing and commumication,
said, “ Retailers are daing it, and have for a while.
This is a way Lo eontral sur brand image.”

The miowe has put pressure on other Swiss
bramds to address the issue, Although scores of
thiesm have flirled with Intectet customers through
expensive Weh site redesigns, Facebook tan pages
and iPhone applications — and a few, including
Cartier, bave intcoduced pilol e-commesce projects
in digcrete markets like Japan — most bigh-end
watchmakers are missing a tremendois apportu-
nidy by ot selling online, luxury goods sieategisis
SaY.
“The future belongs to companies wha have re-
latbonships with customers dirselly” =aid Millon
Pedraza, chief executive of the Luxury Instiute, a
marketing firm. “MNot only does the Internet noe
cannil=alize the retailer very much, it will probably
drive business wothe perailer

Mir. Padruss's conviction rests on the noton thak
luxury shoppess Al inle one of (w0 beosd calego-
ries, the status-driven and the pragmatists, and tlan
hrick-and-mortar cetalers will alwayes appeal tothe
foemer. David Sadigh, sanaging partier of the 1C-
Apency, a digital marketing firm based in Geneva,
swid, “"Most haute horogere consumers would
prefer 1o buy offline — thal is e current pailern.
But there l= a segment more open to buy online.
They weawhd like b put thedr American Expresscand
dovarn and el thelr product i 2000 a8 posaihle

Ag Internet retailing continues tooutperfoemath-
er retail channels, both Mr. Pedraes and Mr, Sadigh
are confedent thal mare SwWiss brands will embrace
e-commerce, though, by the latter s reckoning, they
will primarily come from the mid-ranges s=grment.

Rayenond Wel, [or example, i preparing 1o star
AN e-commerce mitintive in the second quarter of
0, hist the beand, dts chief executive, Olivier
Bertbeim, =aid, “will never sell direcl”

“Wi have grown with our retailers and we will
never put i Enife in their back,” he said,

The Internet’s abilicy o discupd a beand’s dracdi-
tional distribution remains & touchy subgect, Nos
only does ecommerce potentially undermine the
same retdilers wio have been Switkerland s bread
and butter over the past two decades, it seems
befie the image mast watch brands hape bo culti-
vivke as providers of products that are rarefjed.

“The Internet is everything except exclusive,”
Jean-Claude Biver, chief executive of Hublot, sail.
“I0's ot (he sare saled experience. Not U same
emoti, Mot the same securine”

And yet a handful of online luxury ventiires may
prowe Mr. Blver wrong, not the least b=ing a new
site developed by Hublot's majority owner, LVMH
Mot Hennessy Louis YVuitton, In February, the
group replaced §s defunct eluxurycom with
Wowness.com, where an emotionally charged pre-
gentation offers an example of haw art might one
day meege with commerce to create the kind of
multichannel luxury shopping experience thae
wrould satisfy hr, Biver,

Far the time being, however, the Internst re-
meains largely off-limits to consumers looking for
authorized luoury witches — except for the boom-
img second-hand category.

An Portero.com, 8 new proprietary dealer plai-
furm allvws brick-and-mortiar retlers o sel re-
purchased watches theough the site,

“ Mot redailers want to spend their time selling
new merchandize” said Ranedi Molofsky, Portero’s
chiel curatoe. *“We're giving them an alternate
channel and an altemate sales foree,”

Inteiguingly, Portero is backed by Financidee
Richemont, which owns 1'WC, Paneral and other
luxury brapds that have thus far resisted the siren
call of e-commeance, Coghitive dissonanas or simply
colpcidence ¥

“We are completely  independent  from
Richemont in terms of merchandise,” said a cie-
cuma=pect Ma, Molofsky, * They're just a belever in
the business medel,”



