
International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management
Emerald Article: The flagship format within the luxury fashion market
Karinna Nobbs, Christopher M. Moore, Mandy Sheridan

Article information:

To cite this document: Karinna Nobbs, Christopher M. Moore, Mandy Sheridan, (2012),"The flagship format within the luxury fashion 
market", International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, Vol. 40 Iss: 12 pp. 920 - 934

Permanent link to this document: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09590551211274928

Downloaded on: 24-01-2013

References: This document contains references to 44 other documents

To copy this document: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

This document has been downloaded 222 times since 2012. *

Users who downloaded this Article also downloaded: *

Karinna Nobbs, Christopher M. Moore, Mandy Sheridan, (2012),"The flagship format within the luxury fashion market", International 
Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, Vol. 40 Iss: 12 pp. 920 - 934
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09590551211274928

Karinna Nobbs, Christopher M. Moore, Mandy Sheridan, (2012),"The flagship format within the luxury fashion market", International 
Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, Vol. 40 Iss: 12 pp. 920 - 934
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09590551211274928

Karinna Nobbs, Christopher M. Moore, Mandy Sheridan, (2012),"The flagship format within the luxury fashion market", International 
Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, Vol. 40 Iss: 12 pp. 920 - 934
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09590551211274928

Access to this document was granted through an Emerald subscription provided by UNIVERSITY OF THE ARTS LONDON                     
                                                  
For Authors: 
If you would like to write for this, or any other Emerald publication, then please use our Emerald for Authors service. 
Information about how to choose which publication to write for and submission guidelines are available for all. Please visit 
www.emeraldinsight.com/authors for more information.

About Emerald  www.emeraldinsight.com
With over forty years' experience, Emerald Group Publishing is a leading independent publisher of global research with impact in 
business, society, public policy and education. In total, Emerald publishes over 275 journals and more than 130 book series, as 
well as an extensive range of online products and services. Emerald is both COUNTER 3 and TRANSFER compliant. The organization is 
a partner of the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) and also works with Portico and the LOCKSS initiative for digital archive 
preservation.

*Related content and download information correct at time of download.



The flagship format within the
luxury fashion market

Karinna Nobbs
Glasgow Caledonian University, Glasgow, UK

Christopher M. Moore
Glasgow School for Business and Society, Glasgow Caledonian University,

Glasgow, UK, and

Mandy Sheridan
Glasgow Caledonian University, Glasgow, UK

Abstract

Purpose – Since the concept of the flagship store format was first introduced to retailing in the 1970s,
both its form and function have evolved considerably. The highest concentration of flagships can be
seen in the luxury fashion market. This paper aims first to define the flagship concept in terms of its
key characteristics, and second to outline the academic and industry developments, thereby charting
its evolution.

Design/methodology/approach – Research was undertaken qualitatively due to the exploratory
theory building nature of the subject area and the absence of accepted theoretical frameworks. This
took the form of non participant observation and in-depth interviews with brand representatives
within seven major fashion capitals.

Findings – The research identifies essential elements of the luxury store format: its scale and size
which usually exceeds functional need; it is derived and built on the twin features of exclusivity and
uniqueness; it seeks to offer the customer a justification for their visit. The format evolves and adapts
to find new ways of generating and communicating differentiation.

Research limitations/implications – The findings provide direction for future research in the
area, in particular, an opportunity to investigate how luxury flagship stores adapt in order to
accommodate market conditions.

Originality/value – The paper delineates the characteristics of the luxury flagship store format and
identifies a new characteristic of this format.

Keywords Luxury, Fashion, Speciality retail format, Flagship, Third space, Visual merchandising,
Retail trade, International business

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Retailing within the luxury sector has been characterised as different from retailing in
other product sectors in three important ways. First, most luxury retailers sell goods they
have manufactured themselves, rather than those made by a third party. This means
that what they sell and how they sell it is inextricably linked (Moore et al., 2010). Second,
luxury retailers have been the most prolific of the internationalising retailers and many
operate retail stores on a global scale. For most other retailers, trading activities (and
therefore their retail stores) are principally in the domestic market. Third and perhaps
most significantly, luxury retailers increasingly use direct investment as a method of
foreign market entry (as opposed to the indirect methods of franchising/
joint-venture/wholesaling) that are used by other retailers (Moore et al., 2010).
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Crucial to each of these important features of luxury retailing is the flagship store.
In international market development, the flagship is used as the primary form of direct
investment for entry into a foreign market (Moore and Docherty, 2007). Furthermore,
the international flagship store has been identified as a powerful and important
platform for growth in the foreign market by encouraging representation and
distribution by third party stockists and securing interest and engagement among
consumers. The importance of the flagship store is perhaps best demonstrated by the
significant financial investments that luxury retailers make in these stores. Moore et al.
(2010) argued that on a proportionate basis, the financial investment they make is
significantly greater than those of other retailers that operate flagship stores.

Other studies have identified that the flagship store serves principally as a means of
communicating and enhancing the image and personality of a luxury retailer’s brand
identity ( Jackson, 2004). Furthermore, the flagship has been described as an important
business-building asset that encourages and supports the sale of the brand among
external distributors and partners (Moore et al., 2010). Yet, while there has been
increased recognition of the function and value of the luxury flagship store, much less
attention has been given to the characteristics of their format – specifically with
respect to their location, scale and operational features.

The value of a focus on the luxury flagship store format is threefold. First, it will
locate the features that will help to define the flagship store and which will, in turn,
enable and support the classification of flagship stores. Until now, we believe that the
luxury flagship store as a term has been used indiscriminately without reference to a
clear and consistent description of features and dimensions. In effect, we believe that the
term luxury flagship has been used inappropriately within the literature. Second, format
identification will assist in understanding the essence of the luxury consumption
experience; in that it will indicate the experience priorities and locate the elements that
distinguish the shopping experience within a luxury retail environment. Third, an
understanding of the features of the format will not only explain some of the associated
costs surrounding the creation and maintenance of a flagship store, it will also assist in
understanding their contribution to a luxury retailer’s marketing strategy.

Therefore, the aim of this study is to delineate the characteristics of the luxury
flagship store format. Implicit in this aim will be consideration of the luxury flagship’s
scale and location characteristics; their experiential dimensions and their contribution
to a luxury positioning.

2. Literature review
In order to identify the characteristics of a luxury fashion flagship store it is first
necessary to describe the specificity of the luxury retailing sector. This population is
suggest to be discrete from mass market retailing in that it operates based on exclusivity,
scale, perceived superior product design, premium pricing and a prestigious retail
environment (Fernie et al., 1998; Aı̈t-sahalia et al., 2004; Moore and Docherty, 2007).

Defining the flagship format
A variety of definitions are offered to date and Table I outlines them.

In terms of the application of these definitions to the luxury fashion market, those
offered by Mikunda, Diamond, Varley, Mores, Frings and Moore et al. are relevant
because they link to the notions of scale and prestige of the retail environment. Jackson’s
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(2004) definition is particularly pertinent as it highlights the experiential aspect of a
flagship store, adding also that the higher price points necessitate the need for greater
product knowledge. Kozient’s et al. (2002) definition is less applicable and the reasons are
threefold. First, luxury fashion flagships often carry more than one brand, for example
the Armani and Sony store in Milan (Bingham, 2005). Second, within luxury fashion the
brand manufacturer often owns the flagship but not in every case, for example Louis
Vuitton in Japan operate a joint venture initiative (Hata, 2004). Last, Kozients et al. (2002)
suggest the flagship’s sole purpose is to build the brand however there is some evidence
to suggest there is a move towards flagships also meeting a commercial purpose,
i.e. generating revenue (Allegra Strategies, 2005; Moore and Docherty, 2007). Moore
et al.’s (2010) definition identifies the strategic communication aspect of the flagship in
terms of image and positioning but neglects to mention product range. Therefore at this
stage a working definition of luxury flagship store is;

A larger than average speciality retail format in a prominent geographical location,
offering the widest and deepest product range within the highest level of store
environment and serving to showcase the brand’s position, image and values

Evolution of the flagship store format within the luxury fashion industry
The historical emergence of the flagship format is primarily sourced from commercial
articles. This is acknowledged by the authors as a perceived limitation of the validity
of the literature review, however it also highlights the value and thereby justification
for investigation as there is a lack of scientific business focused research in this field.
This study aims to enhance contribution in this field.

Definition Author

“They carry a single brand, the brand manufacturer owns them, they
are operated with the intention of building the brand rather than
operating to sell product”

Kozients et al. (2002, p. 17)

“The principal store of a retail chain” Mikunda (2006, p. 228)

“Allows the brand to re-enforce its image communication through
establishing a physical presence in a prestige shopping location and to
influence the experience at the point of sale”

Jackson (2004, p. 177)

“The most important in a chain” Diamond (2005, p. 12)

“The pinnacle in retail chain, usually large and located in a high
footfall prestigious location, with a full range of merchandise but an
emphasis on the more expensive high quality and high fashion lines”

Varley (2007, p. 176)

“A translation of the marketing strategy into a 360 degree experience
of consumption, and is increasingly becoming the company’s prime
mass medium”

Mores (2007, p. 25)

“The largest and most representative store in a chain organisation” Frings (2009, p. 458)

“They are distinguishable from the rest of the retail network due to
their scale, design, location and set-up and operating costs. Their
decadent size provides a positive signal with regard to the identity and
prestige of the luxury brand”

Moore et al. (2010, p. 156)

Source: As listed above

Table I.
Definitions of a flagship
store
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The roots of the luxury flagship store format are in the Couture and Ready to Wear
Ateliers of Paris where the designer’s collections would be produced (Tungate, 2008).
These “Maisons de Mode” were multi floor workshops and offices which often had a
retail outlet on the ground floor level, this location was the creative heart and brain of
the brand and many Parisian flagships retain this important feature today (Barreneche,
2008). This format spread from Paris to Milan, London and New York as the number of
luxury design houses increased. The next major format change was the birth of the
“concept store” in the 1960s, driven by the democratisation of fashion and this was
particularly evident in Milan and London where smaller scale retail stores had an
innovative design focus (Mores, 2007). Moving into the boom period of the 1980s, store
formats within luxury had to get larger as fashion brands were extending into a
number of different product categories like homewear and this created the term
“lifestyle store” (Bingham, 2005). In 1990s the term flagship store began to be used to
describe these lifestyle stores, which were larger than average and sold a wide and
deep variety of products (Moore et al. 2000). In the last decade as the number of
flagship stores has increased and as this store format has trickled down to the middle
and mass market, luxury brands have been forced to evolve in order to offer a
differentiated branded experience to today’s ever discerning customer (Tungate, 2008).
This has resulted in the emergence of the “uber-” or “mega-flagship”, a format whereby
each key store dimension is enhanced to be even bigger, better, and more memorable
(Green, 2011). Luxury fashion brands who have embraced this top level of flagship are
Prada with their “Epicentre” stores and Louis Vuitton who operate “Global Maisons”
(Passariello and Dodes, 2007). These stores are characterised by their large scale,
cutting edge architecture, offering of cultural events and interestingly, a heightened
accessibility, in that these stores have become tourist destinations and are often visited
by non traditional customers of the brand (Moore et al., 2010). More recently, luxury
fashion brands who as a sector have traditionally been slow to embrace the digital
revolution, are now concerned with how to translate the flagship concept online
( Jackson, 2008; Okonkwo, 2009). Brands like Gucci, Burberry and Dolce and Gabbana
have been early adopters and have successfully managed to integrate their online and
offline stores in terms of brand image and operations (Amed, 2011). Figure 1 expresses
the evolution diagrammatically.

The first academic article which mentions a flagship store in a retail context is by
Carusone (1970), here it is described in the context of the retail trade structure of a
small city. During the 1970s flagships were mentioned in court cases proceedings
where buildings applied for landmark status on the basis that they have a “flagship
effect” (Conrad and Merriam, 1978). Carusone and Moscove (1985) is the next relevant
study and they recognise that a flagship store can act as a draw/anchor to get
consumer into a retail area. The lack of academic research to this point is consistent
with the documentation of its industry evolution which details that the flagship format
was not popularised until the 1990s.

In the mid to late nineties a small body of research identifies that flagship stores can
be utilized as a market entry method for internationalisation, however this is not the
focus of the studies, and the format is not outlined in any depth (Creighton, 1992; Field,
1993; Lea-Greenwood, 1994; Fernie et al., 1997, 1998; Pine and Gilmore, 1998; and
Moore et al., 2000). Research in the last decade has been more focused but there has
been little quantity and there is a dearth of dedicated empirical research ( Jones and
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Doucet, 2001, Kozients et al., 2002; Moore and Docherty, 2007; Doyle et al., 2008; Moore
et al., 2010). With reference to books, the flagship format also suffers from a lack of
academic attention in the marketing discipline. However they have become more
regularly featured in the retailing texts but this also lacks any depth of consideration.
Recently the majority of academic attention within textbooks regarding luxury fashion
flagship stores is offered from the architecture and store design perspective. This is
significant as this paper proposes that this is one of the key dimensions of a flagship
store which differentiates it from a normal store.

The form of the luxury fashion flagship store
Moore and Docherty (2007) offer a scheme for examining luxury fashion flagships
which is useful as a basis for developing a conceptual framework and research
objectives. It was chosen despite its lack of empirical testing as it is the only model
proposed to date which is specific to the format of flagships within the luxury sector. It
acts as a tool for further academic contribution due to the gap between theory and
practice as previously identified in the evolution section. Figure 2 illustrates the four
key dimensions, each of which will be examined in turn.

Size and location
Moore et al. (2000) identify that luxury fashion flagship stores are typically in capital
cities on premium shopping streets (Bond Street, London, Fifth Avenue New York and
Avenue Montaigne, Paris). Moore and Docherty (2007) add to this stating that the most
important commercial city may be chosen over a capital, for example Milan over Rome
and New York over Washington. The location serves to make sure the right customer

Figure 1.
Evolution of the flagship
format within the luxury
fashion market
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profile is being reached and also that the “right” statement is being made about the
brand (Allegra Strategies, 2005; Dalton, 2005). Moore and Docherty (2007) support this
adding that flagships tend to be concentrated on specific streets accessible to HNWI
(High Net Worth Individuals), fashion innovators and tourists.

Distribution hierarchy
A flagship store should offer the full range of products, both in terms of breadth and
depth within in a range but also across categories i.e. mens, womens, accessories, home
and childrenswear (Jones and Doucet, 2001; Moore and Docherty, 2007; Varley, 2007;
Fernie et al., 1998). A flagship store should also hold the potential for exclusive ranges
and brands like Tiffany & Co, Marc Jacobs and Comme des Garcon adopt this
approach (Verdict, 2007). Allegra Strategies (2005) agree that a flagship store must
have sufficient space in order to offer the full product range and possibly additional
products and services not offered in other stores. Therefore the flagship can be
described as being the top of the distribution hierarchy as it offers everything and a
something extra, and it is this which makes it a destination store (Moore et al., 2010).
This therefore highlights that the size and distribution dimensions are linked. Most
luxury fashion brands operate a tiered structure of stores, for example Burberry has
four-tiered levels of stores, ranging from the four flagships stores to regular retail
stores, department store concessions, and designer outlets/factory stores (Strategic
Direction, 2005; Green, 2011).

Language of the flagship
Within this dimension there are three key facets these are: the role of architecture; the
offering of added value services; and the notion of “third space”.

Architecture can play an important role in reflecting and helping build the identity of a
brand (Barreneche, 2008). Interestingly, as the boundaries between retail, art and
architecture have blurred, architects and artists have increasingly wanted to work with
luxury brands (Bingham, 2005). This is not a new concept as fashion designers have been
turning to architects to magnify the image of their own label since the seventies (Mores,
2007). However, it was the collaboration between John Pawson and Calvin Klein in 1996
which gave momentum to the movement (Barreneche, 2008). Today, architecture and
design are increasingly significant as they are vital to expressing the image and message
of the brand (Riewold, 2002). Each luxury fashion brand has a style which is what

Figure 2.
The four key dimensions

of a luxury fashion
flagship
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architects attempt to interpret through flagship design (Bingham, 2005). He continues
stating that the search is for a visual metaphor/branding image to make clear the
designer’s ethos. To illustrate, Muiccia Prada chooses the architects for her epicentres on
the grounds of their ‘elective affinities’ (Mores, 2007). This is because visual stimulus
within a flagship induces customers into a silent dialogue with the fashion designer’s
broader vision (Bingham, 2005). Future Systems (2008) said of their acclaimed design of
the Marni flagship that the clothes become part of an overall composition, not separated
from the design, but part of it. To maintain exclusivity and achieve differentiation
flagship store design must be exceptional and luxury fashion brands often look for spaces
in historic structures or landmark buildings (Moore et al., 2010). In relation, Allegra
Strategies (2005) found that flagship stores should have innovative and experimental
fixtures, that they should be unique and definitely should have a “wow” factor. For
example in the luxury sector flagships often have a “statement” staircase (Verdict, 2007).

Frings (2009), Verdict (2007) and WGSN (2007) identify a trend for added value
services within luxury fashion flagships. Pertinent examples include the Dolce
& Gabanna Flagship store in Milan who offer demi-couture touches such as a VIP
room and spaces for private appointments (WGSN, 2008). Aquascutum in London has
a “Regent Room” provides a relaxing, invitation-only club room for special guests, and
an “Archive Room” which showcases Aquascutum’s extensive library of artefacts and
items of interest from its 150 year history (Creative Match, 2004). One of Louis
Vuitton’s flagships in Tokyo incorporates a private club where members can sip
champagne while browsing the collections (Bingham, 2005). Lastly, Cartier offers a
made-to-measure perfume service which is unique to its Paris flagship store (Verdict,
2007). The function of these added value services is to make customers stay in store
longer and spend more money (Allegra Strategies, 2005). It is also about creating an
emotional connection with the consumer, linking to the concept of experiential retailing
highlighted by Pine and Gilmore (1998). This links to the notion of “third space” which
is outlined next.

Allegra Strategies (2005) suggest that an important dimension of a flagship store is
“third space” or “place” and the organisation of events and entertainment elements.
Experiences form an integral part of third space as they activate psychological
experience mechanisms (Mikunda, 2006). A third space can be defined as “somewhere
which is not work or home but a comfortable space to browse, relax and meet people,
enjoy a meal” (Mikunda, 2006, p. 11). For example there is a public garden at Prada
Tokyo, you can get a massage in Kenzo Paris, and at Dolce & Gabbana in Milan you
can get a shave and then have a cocktail at the Martini and Rossi Bar (Bingham, 2005).
Allegra Strategies (2005) explain that a flagship store should be an environment where
customers can interact with and “touch” the brand. A flagship which demonstrates this
aspect clearly is the Armani Centre in Milan, it is 129,000 sq. ft and offers all the
clothing lines, a home furnishing section, a flower shop, a confectionary counter, a
bookstore, a Japanese restaurant, a bar and a Sony electronics gallery – it is a total
Armani lifestyle experience (Bingham, 2005). On a more subtle level Bingham (2005)
also identifies that many flagship stores incorporate artworks, or feature exhibitions as
a more discreet aspect of third space. Furthermore, the use of third space to educate
stakeholders about the heritage of the brand through in store exhibitions is a notable
trend as it functions to add value and reassure the customer of the provenance and
luxury status of their products (Feigenbaum, 2011).
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Strategic purpose
The significant financial investments which luxury brands make into flagship stores are
indicative of their strategic purpose (Moore and Docherty, 2007; Doyle et al., 2008; Moore
et al., 2010). There is no clear consensus as to what the ultimate objective of a flagship
store should be. Beyond the sales promoting role of the store, its role is also described by
Mikunda (2006, p. 119) as a “business card in the form of architecture which produces
lasting effects in image building public relations and brand and corporate advertising”.
This highlights that flagship stores play an important role in retailer’s strategies to
represent the brand’s identity, values and philosophy internally and externally (Allegra
Strategies, 2005). Similarly Riewold (2002) argues that the primary objective is not to sell
the product but to generate a fascination with the brand, creating a deep-set emotional
anchor. Varley (2007) also suggests that the role of the flagship store is essentially about
retail brand building and reinforcement rather than profitability. Moore et al.’s (2000,
p. 930) research also found that the purpose of flagship stores was “rarely about profit as
the costs are high and the turnovers modest”. Fernie et al. (1998) agrees stating that
flagship stores are maintained to act as publicity vehicles for the ranges and are not
required to show a typical return on investment.

It is useful to understand the strategic role of a flagship as that often determines the
cost base, however again there is disparity of opinion regarding where the budget for a
flagship should come from. Mikunda (2006) describes flagship stores 3D advertising and
therefore must be co financed by the advertising budgets. However Allegra Strategies
(2005) found that flagship store formats were not covered by the marketing budget, and
that increasingly flagship stores were expected to not only represent the brand but also
to generate revenue and profit where possible. With respect to the luxury sector this may
take some time due to the significant investment involved in securing the appropriate
lease, and the design and operation of the store. In sum, it can be suggested from the
review of literature that the luxury fashion flagship store has a dichotomous operational
and strategic purpose which is reflected in the differential characteristics of its form.

3. Methodology
The overall aim of the study is to identify the differential characteristics of luxury
fashion flagship stores. In order to achieve this aim three research objectives were
developed:

(1) To examine the luxury fashion flagship’s scale and location characteristics.

(2) To investigate the experiential dimensions of a luxury fashion flagship store.

(3) To explore the form of a luxury fashion flagship store in terms of its
contribution to a luxury positioning strategy.

As a result of the lack of accepted theoretical frameworks the study was exploratory in
nature and therefore was suited to a qualitative research design (Creswell, 2006). The
research consisted of a two phase mixed method strategy, utilising observation and
interviews. This methodological approach is established within previous studies on
luxury and retail formats (Fernie et al., 1998; Fiona and Moore, 2009; Moore et al., 2010).
The primary phase aimed to obtain a broad overview of the phenomenon addressed the
first two research questions. The interviews were used to triangulate the findings from
phase one and also functioned to offer an in-depth perspective while addressing the
second and third research questions.
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The observation phase was designed to be non-participative as direct interaction
with the subject of the study i.e. flagship stores was not required and the data
collection aimed to be as objective as possible. Non probability sampling with an
element of quota sampling was used as a database of luxury fashion flagship stores
does not exist. Site visits were undertaken across seven fashion capitals (London, New
York, Milan, Paris, Tokyo, Hong Kong and Moscow) and two key shopping streets in
each city were observed. An observation grid of seven physical categories which
emerged from the literature and in line with the research questions were developed,
these included: size; brand origin; product categories; key design features; interior
design; third space; and added value services. Descriptive field notes and photographs
were taken based on these guidelines and the data were analysed qualitatively and
quantitatively by looking for reoccurring themes. In total, 527 stores were observed.

The second phase involved ad hoc semi-structured interviews with flagship store
managers, during the observation phase each store manager was approached to
participate and therefore the same sampling method as phase one was used. An
interview guide with seven questions probing the respondents about the differential
tangible and intangible dimensions of a luxury fashion flagship store was developed.
36 interviews were conducted in total and each one was audio recorded, transcribed
and analysed using thematic content analysis based around the research questions.
Each of the luxury fashion brands interviewed did not wish to be identified and
therefore their results are described by their country of brand origin.

4. Results and discussion
This section will outline the results of the observation and interviews and will follow
Moore and Docherty’s (2007) conceptual model. Some general points of interest
included that the most observed type of luxury brand was Italian and this is consistent
with literature by Moore et al. (2000) who identify that they are the most successful at
internationalisation.

Size and location
The majority of the stores observed were between 700-1,000 sq. m and had at least two
floors of selling space. There was a clear pattern for the Tokyo flagships to be larger in
size with multiple floors, for example the European luxury brands like Hermes, Chanel
and Gucci operate 6,000, 6,100 and 3,283 sq. m stores respectively. This vast presence
and investment highlights the significance of the Japanese market for luxury brands.
The trend for the uber/mega flagship was evident particularly in each luxury brand’s
country of origin, for example Ralph Lauren’s 2050sqm Madison Avenue store,
Hermes’s 3000sqm Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré store, Armani’s 800 sq. m via
Manzoni store and Burberry’s 1,000 sq. m Bond Street store. These stores can be
characterised as being among the largest in the chain and each offers something
different to their other flagships. The flagships stores in emerging markets like
Moscow were much smaller in scale than the other cities but the number and variety of
luxury flagships was growing.

The location of the flagships within each of the cities was concentrated on two
prominent streets/areas as shown in Table II.

Brand representatives all agreed that the location of the flagships in these specific
cities and streets was a key strategic decision, with many using the words “important”
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and “good” to describe it. This supports the idea that the location must be prominent
(Moore and Docherty, 2007; Jackson, 2004; Varley, 2007). The sample here agreed that a
flagship must be located in a “main” or “well located” area due to the fact that a flagship
is often the busiest store with the highest footfall as a result of its central location. The
rationale for flagships being located in these streets and cities is ultimately so that it can
attract a brand’s target customers but also so that it may attract new customers “The
location means that you get your main clientele base, the dedicated followers, and then
alongside that you get the traffic, in terms of tourists, and new customers [. . .] you can
widen your audience, and that’s the differential aspect about a flagship” (French Luxury
Brand). Interviewees also referred to the importance of adjacencies at the store location
with one participant from a British luxury brand stating “who you have around your
brand is very significant”. In sum the features of size and location have emerged as
significant flagship form dimensions within this sample.

Distribution hierarchy
As a result of the larger square footage there is more space for products and the
majority of the respondents stated that a defining feature of a flagship is that it has the
widest and most indepth product range out of all the stores in the company, i.e. “it
houses the complete collection because of the space that it has” (American Luxury
Brand). Allegra Strategies (2005) concluded that a critical success factor of a flagship
store is that it has sufficient space to offer the full collection and this is supported here.
Additionally, the observational findings highlighted that the flagship stores offered the
widest variety of product categories with 80 per cent selling more than four categories.
The most common categories were womens, mens, accessories, home and perfume
respectively. In terms of exclusive ranges, more than two thirds of those interviewed
stated that flagship only collections were essential in providing added value for the
consumer and thereby acting as a reason to visit the store. The brand representative of
a French luxury brand explains that their flagship store offers “special and archival
collections which make the store a destination to visit”. A destination store is defined
by Levy and Weitz (2011, p. 131) as “a retail store in which the merchandise, selection,
presentation, pricing or other unique features act as a magnet for the customer”. There
are clear parallels between the meaning of a destination store and a flagship store this
correlation has not been identified previously and therefore further empirical
investigation would be useful. It can be stated that the notion that this second
dimension of the flagship being at the top of the distribution ladder suggested by
Fernie et al. (1998), Moore and Docherty (2007), Varley (2007), Verdict (2007) and Moore
et al. (2010) is supported.

City Street 1 Street 2

London Bond Street Sloane Street
New York 5th Avenue Madison Avenue
Paris Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré Avenue Montaigne
Milan Via Manzoni Via Montenapoleone
Tokyo Harumi Dori (Ginza) Aoyama Dori
Hong Kong Queen Street Canton Road
Moscow Stoleshnikov Pereulok Street Tretyakovsky Proezd

Table II.
Flagship store locations
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Language of the flagship
The three sub-dimensions of architecture and store design, added value services and
third space will be addressed in turn. The observational research displayed that a
number of key design features were evident in luxury fashion flagships, these include,
in frequency of occurrence: staircases; double/triple height atriums; and technology in
the form of video screen walls or projections. These results are consistent with the
observations of Verdict (2007), Bingham (2005) and Mores (2007). With respect to the
interior design elements over three quarters of the stores visited adopted a minimal
contemporary feel characterised by light coloured walls and floors similar to that of an
art gallery. This supports Riewold (2002) and (Tungate, 2008) who identify this “white
box” design style as being prevalent within luxury retailing. A key differential
dimension of the design language of luxury flagships is the trend for so called
“star-chitect” luxury fashion brand collaborations (Moore and Docherty, 2007;
Barreneche, 2008; Mores, 2007). An American brand outlines the benefits of this
strategy “it widens the audience and amplifies the brand message”. This partnership
was evident at the top tier of the flagship hierarchy within the uber/global flagships
which make up less than ten percent of those observed. It can be stated that this
distinction is difficult to measure exactly from the results of this study, however the
creation of a taxonomy of flagships would be a useful area for future research. More
generally, the interviews demonstrated that the majority of participants found that
architecture of a flagship served to play an important role in making it stand out, both
from competitors and, internally from other stores within the chain. One of the British
luxury brands stated “we strive to find buildings for our flagships which have
architectural interest as this acts as a draw for customers and also compliments our
heritage positioning”.

In terms of added value services these were not visually advertised inside the flagship
store and were therefore not apparent during the observation. However two thirds of
interview respondents mentioned this as being a differential aspect of the form of their
flagship store, supporting Verdict (2007). There were three main types of service offered,
the most popular was a bespoke/made to measure/monogram service, second was a VIP
lounge or private sales room, and third was a parking service. Many of the brand
representatives added that this was a key area of strategic growth and investment in the
future as they described luxury customers as increasingly demanding, particularly those
at the top end who are looking for a highly differentiated and personalised experience.
This can be illustrated by this quote from a French luxury brand “we have to create
special private areas for certain customers who simply demand and expect it”.

With respect to the notion of third space/place, the observational research noted this
was most prevalent in Tokyo due to the larger scale of the stores. The brands who
adopted this feature most often were Italian and again this is consistent with Moore
et al. (2000) who identify that brands of this origin are historically the most adept at
brand extension. It can be stated that less than a quarter of stores visited offered some
aspect of third space, however during the interviews this was also highlighted as a
future strategy which was key in increasing consumers dwell time instore. One Italian
luxury brand explained “it is important to give clients a reason to spend time with the
store and engage with the brand, that is why we display a selection of our famous
product and the celebrities who have worn them”. Of those who did offer an aspect of
third space, a dedicated exhibition space was the most observed, followed by a
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café/restaurant and then smaller art installations. As this is an emerging trend it is an
interesting area for future research.

Strategic purpose
The interviews highlighted that there are many strategic roles of a flagship, the most
mentioned onewas that it should communicate the brand personality and values. All
brands irrespective of country of origin testified to this, for example a British luxury
brand explains that it serves to be “an expression of the whole philosophy of the
brand”, a French luxury brand describes it as “the beating heart of the brand”, and an
American brand offers that is “a physical embodiment of the designer and their
philosophy”. These results support research by Mikunda (2006) and Riewold (2002).
The next most mentioned function was the use of the flagship for marketing
communication purposes, i.e. product launches, VIP parties and customer events. This
is consistent with research by Moore and Docherty (2007) and Varley (2007). A
conceptual model offered by Moore and Docherty (2007) offers four strategic functions
of a flagship, this will be the focus of the next phase of study using the same data and
results on this aspect will be provided at that stage.

Additional dimension
From the interview results, an additional dimension emerged which had not been
identified previously in the literature, it is that of a unique retail operations structure.
Over two thirds of the interview respondents said that they have special management,
visual merchandising and sales structure which they do not operate in any other store.
With respect to the management structure, many brands stated that they have more
than one assistant manager which is necessary due to the larger number of staff. A
British brand explains “ this is the highest level of store with the largest payroll costs
[. . .] which need to be managed effectively” In terms of visual merchandising every
brand interviewed confirmed that they have a dedicated member of staff or team which
is required because of the high standards expected of the flagship. A French brand
states “as the store is visited by a variety of stakeholders (media, VIP’s, consumers,
investors) and head office staff are very close there is a heightened pressure for the
store to look textbook”. Lastly the majority of participants said that the sales advisors
were fixed or static in certain product categories so that they could offer significant
depth of knowledge. An American brand describes “we want to offer the customer
specialist knowledge in the artisan nature of our product, therefore we operate fixed
sales teams”. This finding is unique to this study and therefore offers a contribution to
the literature in this field.

5. Conclusions
The aim of this study was to delineate the characteristics of the luxury flagship store
format. The research findings clearly articulate these characteristics and in so doing
they also identify features that we believe are unique to the luxury sector. The first
relates to the fact that luxury flagship stores co-locate within the premium retailing
locations, typically within the most important world centres and cities of influence.
These flagships form “communities of affluence,” which appear to support and feed-off
each other in terms of their sense of exclusivity and style. The power of their attraction
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is demonstrated by their status as important visitor attractions and their status defines
and enhances the status of the cities within which they inhabit.

The study also identifies three essential elements of the luxury store format. The
first relates to their scale and size which usually exceeds functional need. It is perhaps
the availability of non-productive space that serves to best emphasise the luxury
positioning of these retailers. The scale of their stores serves as a physical
manifestation of their premier status and the freedom of movement that excess space
provides is the clearest indication of the features of exclusivity. As one of the research
participants indicated, the excess of space available within a luxury flagship store
demonstrates “what makes luxury special in a crowded world”

The second dimension is that the luxury retail format is derived and built on the
twin features of exclusivity and uniqueness. The luxury flagship purposefully seeks to
offer the customer a justification for the visit, a reason for being there. This is achieved
in a number of ways. The most apparent relate to the product range (which is complete
and the most extensive, but also the most distinctive, through the provision of
exclusive and limited edition pieces); the store environment (which is differentiated by
its carefully managed design and strong brand communication cues), as well as the
spectacle of the experience (which is created through the customer service provision,
installations and entertainment/events). These elements offer, in combination, a reason
for the consumer to visit that extends beyond the consumptions of goods and services.
But that is not to say that the purchasing of goods is not the desired, final outcome on
the part of the luxury fashion retailer.

The third dimension is that the luxury retail format is by its nature iterative. It
evolves and adapts to find new ways of generating and communicating differentiation
and to satisfy consumers’ interest in newness and excitement. Furthermore, as the
luxury market becomes increasingly more competitive, these companies must
continually innovate in order to secure a clear distance from their competitors. To
achieve this, many luxury retailers have adopted localised retail operation structures to
best serve the local needs of their flagship stores. And while it may seem that luxury
brand marketing is inherent uniform in its execution, this study recognised that
flexibility and close-to-market decision-making was an important feature of how these
luxury flagship stores were managed.

These findings provide direction for future research in the area. In particular, there
is an opportunity to investigate how luxury flagship stores adapt in order to
accommodate market conditions that vary sharply from those of their home continent
of Europe.
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