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In a recent column in Luxury Daily, I posed the question, “New Luxury, Old Luxury; Real
Luxury, Faux Luxury – What’s a Brand to Do?” It got me thinking more about what exactly
makes a brand “luxury.”

To research the question, I happened upon a section from my book, Putting the Luxe Back in
Luxury: How New Consumer Values Are Redefining the Way We Market Luxury (Paramount
Market Publishing, 2011), about the 10 essential values that a luxury brand must encompass,
using heritage luxury brand Montblanc as an example.

In reviewing these luxury brand criteria, it is clear that new luxury Shinola also measures up,
too.

To delve deeper into understanding what makes a brand luxury and why – whether it is a new
brand such as Shinola or a classic one such as Montblanc – brands need to deliver the same
essential values to the customers.

Let us examine each value more closely:

• Superior performance. A luxury brand connects with its customers by being at the top of its
class, the best in its field. It must deliver in some meaningful, measurable way better
performance.

Montblanc: Montblanc has been renowned worldwide and for more than a century as a
producer of superior quality fountain pens. The Meisterstuck is Montblanc’s classic fountain
pen that was first produced in 1924.

Shinola: Shinola’s United States-built Runwell watch is the watch of presidents. President Bill
Clinton has worn one for years. And President Barack Obama is a huge fan, so much so that he
commissioned the company to create a custom-made watch to gift to then British Prime Minister
David Cameron. It is as close as we come to the British Royal Warrant granted to tradespeople
serving the Queen.
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• Craftsmanship. Luxury brands connect with customers by presenting the highest quality and
craftsmanship. The connection is intimate and personal, like the touch of the hand.

Montblanc: The Montblanc Web site celebrates the traditional craftsmanship and artistry that
goes into every pen. To certify quality, every pen is capped with a nib made from a band of 18K
gold.

Shinola: Shinola’s Built in Detroit roots link to the craftsmanship and engineering embodied by
the city as the country’s automotive capital. In a watch factory located in a historic Detroit
landmark building, once the home of General Motors’ automotive research lab, the company
hand-assembles every Shinola watch.

• Exclusivity. Luxury brands connect with customers by making them feel special and unique
through the presentation of a special, unique experience. Exclusivity today is less about
excluding people from enjoying the brand or limiting access. Rather, it is about making
customers and brand loyalists feel a member of an exclusive community linked by shared
values and ideals.

Montblanc: A Montblanc pen is not just a pen. It is a fine writing instrument designed to be
collected and cherished. It is far from ordinary or even premium. It is only for those who truly
value its unique and innate qualities.

Shinola: Adweek recently proclaimed Shinola “the coolest brand in the world.” Who would not
want to belong to that tribe? And its story of revitalizing American-quality manufacturing
resonates deeply with the zeitgeist of today’s consumer culture.

• Innovation. Luxury brands connect with customers by presenting new visions and new ideas,
all in keeping with the core values of the brand.

Montblanc: Montblanc has used its heritage, craftsmanship and expertise in fine materials to
expand its product range to jewelry, watches and leather goods. These ranges are totally new,
but in keeping with the core brand heritage.

Shinola: Shinola’s entire brand myth is based upon the idea of innovation, rebirth and ingenuity.
It is reflected in its products and processes, as well as in its design of retail locations. With made
in Detroit as its core value, the company recently paid tribute to the city’s musical roots by
creating a new line of audiophile equipment of turntables, headphones and speakers.

• Sense of place and time. Luxury brands connect by being both timely, grounded in the here
and now, and timeless, transcending time from the past to the future.

Montblanc: Montblanc presents a profound understanding of its place and time, from the past
with the brand named after the highest European mountain peak to the present, offering old-
fashioned writing instruments for special customers who crave an alternative to the fast pace of
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contemporary life. The company recently released a redesigned 1906 Rouge et Noir pen, thus
reinterpreting yesterday’s pen for today’s connoisseur.

Shinola: Shinola’s Built in Detroit tagline says it all. It hearkens back to the past century’s
industrial revolution and looks forward to the future with 21st century engineering and
manufacturing prowess.

• Sophistication and design aesthetic. Luxury brands connect with their customers with an
appreciation of the customers' sophistication celebrated through the brand's unique design
aesthetic.

Montblanc: A Montblanc writing instrument is a work of art with every feature carefully designed
to enhance the customer's writing experience.

Shinola: From its watches to its bicycles, leather goods, writing journals and other products,
Shinola prides itself on a distinctive and unique design aesthetic that is both classic and
contemporary. Its flagship stores also showcase the brand’s unique vision, which its creative
director Daniel Caudill describes as the “intersection of clean minimalism and 1930s
industrialism.”

• Creative expression. Luxury brands connect through the spark of artistic creativity as
interpreted through the eyes of a designer or visionary.

Montblanc: Montblanc honors the writing craft by offering a line of "Writer Edition" pens to
celebrate their literary achievement. Inspiration for this line includes Hemingway, Agatha
Christie, Edgar Allan Poe and Oscar Wilde, to name few.

Shinola: Shinola publishes an online journal where it features stories about its designers and
their design. A recent edition showcases the story of industrial designer Colin Tury and his work
in creating the company’s turntable line.

• Relevant. Luxury brands connect by being relevant to their customers' lives and lifestyle.
Relevancy makes the brand special and bespoke for the individual.

Montblanc: For the first time in its history, Montblanc created a design partnership with Marc
Newsom to create what the company describes as “a new generation” of writing instruments.
The new line includes a classic fountain pen, but also a rollerball, a ballpoint, a screenwriter for
touchscreen tablets and an ultra-fine line pen suitable for artists and technical draftsman. With
prices in the $400 to $600 range, the Montblanc M collection is an affordable on-ramp for new
customers to the brand.

Shinola: With aims to become a true lifestyle brand, Shinola continues to tap its creative team
and manufacturing expertise in creating new and unexpected products across a whole range of
lifestyle endeavors. Besides its core watch, bicycle and leather goods offerings, the company
has dog leashes and other pet accessories, footballs and sporting goods, pocket knives and
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screw driver sets, apparel, travel guides, and next on deck, a line of Shinola jewelry.

• Heritage. Luxury brands connect with their customer through the story of its lineage and
provenance.

Montblanc: When a customer buys a Montblanc pen, he or she is becoming part of a celebrated
100-plus-year heritage that includes distinguished users such as President John F. Kennedy,
Ernest Hemingway, Iris Murdoch, Anne Frank, Queen Elizabeth II and many other notables.

Shinola: Though it has only been in business since 2012, Shinola’s tie to Detroit links it to early
days of the automobile and the industrial revolution. Further, the brand takes its name from a
1907 shoe polish company that became part of the American cultural myth when a disgruntled
World War II soldier polished his commander's boots with poop, proclaiming that he "wouldn't
know shit from Shinola."

• Responsibility. Luxury brands connect with their customers on a platform of social
responsibility and giving back and doing good.

Montblanc: Montblanc has a long history of supporting the arts in keeping with heritage of fine
writing, including the Montblanc Cultural Foundation and a Power of Words project launched
with partners, the Nelson Mandela Foundation and the Tribeca Film Institute in April 2013. The
company has also long supported the work of UNICEF to promote quality education and fight
illiteracy across the globe.

Shinola: Shinola’s interpretation of corporate responsibility is nothing less that bringing
manufacturing jobs and investment dollars back to Detroit. Many of its philanthropic endeavors
are focused on rebuilding Detroit, with a recent project creating a dog park and green alleys
near its company headquarters. And in partnership with the FEED Project, it designed a line of
canvas and leather FEED bags, with the proceeds of each sale donated to Detroit’s only food
rescue organization, Forgotten Harvest.

THE TITLE of “luxury brand” must be earned in the mind of the consumers. It cannot be a label
that a brand claims for itself.

While brands that aspire to the designation of luxury share these 10 core values, each brand
must interpret and express its luxury distinctly and in such a way that is authentic unto itself and
that resonates in the minds of the customers.

Whether heritage luxury such as Montblanc or new luxury such as Shinola, the real luxury of the
brand is not only or mostly about its products, its manufacturing processes, its design and style
or its service. It is about a commitment to each of these values, from those working on the shop
floor to the corner office, that is carried over to the customers.

For luxury, ultimately, is not a product or a price point, but a mindset.
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The core values expressed by the brand must link the company and its staff’s dedication to
quality with customers’ values and aspirations. It is these people, not the product, that make a
“luxury brand.”

This article first appeared in www.luxurydaily.com
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