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Delivering a unique cus tomer experience, Atelier Beaut Chanel offers  beauty and makeup tips  and workshops  at its  120.5 Woos ter Street
location in New York's  SoHo dis trict. Image credit: Chanel

 
By Pamela N. Danziger

Gucci and Chanel are using the power of customers' smartphones to deliver more personalized and human-
enhanced service to their customers.

Gucci has launched a Florence, Italy-based call center, with five more to follow by 2020. The call center provides the
expertise of Gucci's finest shop assistants to customers throughout the world anywhere and anytime.

And Chanel's new SoHo beauty showroom in New York, called Atelier Beaut Chanel, is  crafting new ways to
enhance customers' in-store shopping experience with technology. And my bet is what Chanel learns in this beauty
concept store will translate into future tech-powered shopping experiences in its fashion boutiques as well.

Both companies are trying to unlock the value of the physical store by delivering expert personalized service to the
customer in a way that customers feel most comfortablewith their smartphones in hand.

Customers still crave the shop experience

This is an opportunity that Sarah Willersdorf, Boston Consulting Group's partner and managing director, identified
in the company's most recent study, entitled "True-Luxury Global Consumer Insight," conducted with Altagamma.

"The store is critical across all age groups,"Ms. Willersdorf shared with me. "But it needs to be combined with
digital. Those brands that have stores and sales associates have an asset that any company that's purely online
doesn't have."

In that survey, mono-brand stores are the preferred place for true-luxury consumers worldwide to shop. True-luxury
consumers are defined as those who have spent a threshold amount in specific categories of luxury, with an
average total annual spend of 39,000 (~$44,000).

Nearly one-third of these customers (30 percent) made a luxury purchase most recently in a mono-brand store, with
online (21 percent) and high-end department stores (19 percent) following.
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Consumers are drawn to stores first by the ability to touch and try on product, the luxury environment, and the
product range available there. But personal service by sales associates is growing in importance, according to the
latest survey.

The challenge, as Ms. Willersdorf sees it, is  for luxury mono-brand stores to remain relevant in an increasingly
online environment. Gucci and Chanel's latest efforts are showing how.

Putting Gucci expertise into the customers' hand

Starting with a 25,000-square-foot call center outside of Florence staffed by 150 highly-trained service professionals,
Gucci is trying to give shoppers "a direct connection to the Gucci community that is seamless, always accessible,
personalized experience," Marco Bizzarri, Gucci's chairman/CEO, told the Financial T imes.

The Gucci call center in Florence, Italy. Image credit: Financial Times

Plans are to expand the call centers worldwide to include 500 assistants in New York, Tokyo, Seoul, Shanghai and
Singapore by 2020.

Shoppers can interact with call-center assistants by phone, email or live chat, and those assistants are encouraged to
develop personal relationships with shoppers, just like a personal store assistant would.

Gucci is placing a lot of emphasis on the call-center initiative, called Gucci 9, to drive more traffic to stores and
more engagement with the brand that will ultimately grow sales.

Mr. Bizzarri said that through the call centers the company will "explore the best ways to optimize the remote client
experience," which is critical in the rapidly shifting preferences customers have for interacting with luxury brands.

The new mobile-enabled access gives in-store customers more personalized service options if in-store staff are
unavailable or they desire information or products beyond what the store carries.

In addition, luxury shoppers are increasingly going to the store to touch and feel, and then completing their
purchases online afterwards. This new service facilitates that behavior.

"Consumers want to go into luxury retail spaces for easy-access consultation and experience, then quickly and
seamlessly make purchases, create wish lists, schedule delivers and get follow-up information," said Christine
Andrukonis, founder and senior partner of Notion Consulting, a firm that advises companies on transformational
change.

Chanel's Atelier Beaut blends in-person service with digital experiences

Opened this past January in New York's SoHo district and the first of its  kind, the Atelier Beaut Chanel concept store
is noteworthy as a place that shifts the focus in retail from selling products to creating an immersive branded
experience. It invites shoppers into the world of beauty that is Chanel.

What wowed Ms. Andrukonis and her team in a recent visit to the store was how seamlessly mobile shopping was
integrated into the personal shopping experience.

"When we arrived, the Chanel team told us to put all of our belongings into lockers, but to keep our mobile phones
with us," she said. "They said that was the only tool we would need."

Then the assistants helped set up their accounts on the Chanel Web-enabled application to get product information,
application tips and to save favorite products for shopping later.

Ms. Andrukonis further explained that the store assistants put no pressure on them to buy products but used the time
spent to make them feel comfortable and to build a relationship of trust with the brand.

"It was clear the Chanel team was taking the long view and building relationships that could become valuable assets
in the future," said Kate DiChristopher-Yuen, a member of Notion's team.
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in the future," said Kate DiChristopher-Yuen, a member of Notion's team.

Atelier Beaut Chanel hangs  out its  shingle in New York's  SoHo, an area quite popular with millennials  and Gen Z shoppers . Image credit: Chanel

The Atelier Beaut is an experiment for Chanel to reinvent the way customers engage with the brand, and it goes
beyond just driving sales.

"Yes, it can be a way to increase sales and engagement," Ms. Andrukonis said, but more than that, it is  a pilot to
gauge customer interest, gain insights to further build brand loyalty and unlock the potential in new consumer
segments.

"It goes above and beyond the actual retail location with learnings that are more conceptual in order for the brand to
navigate a new course or business model," she said.

That is what Ms. Andrukonis sees here.

"This type of retail experimentation and reinvention is spanning all channels for luxury brands from freestanding
locations to department stores," she said.

New customer expectations drive new rules of engagement

Gucci and Chanel are both stepping beyond the constraints of physical retail through technology, at the same time
unlocking the power of person-to-person physical retail.

"Today's luxury consumer wants the personalization of the human interaction mixed with the efficiency and speed
of technology," Ms. Andrukonis says.

THESE BOLD experiments, combining the human element with technology's power, will lead these brands to new
learnings that will inevitably result in more innovations to come.

"For brands to deliver this kind of experience, it sometimes requires an about-face across every element of their
business from its vision/mission, leadership, structure, talent and capabilities and everything in between," Ms.
Andrukonis said.

Speaking to what Gucci and Chanel are doing, Ms. Andrukonis said, "Achieving this kind of modern shopping
experience requires companies to be strategic, agile and ready to test, learn and grow at record-breaking speeds."
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