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While the ‘old" Europe is recovering from the last
financial crisis at a snail’s pace, consumption levels
and GDP in the ASEAN zone are soaring. The number
of affluent people is also going up, and so is so-called
‘conspicuous consumption’. As a matter of fact, when
it comes to high-end and luxury commaodities, Italy is
one of the leading countries. So how are Italian luxury
producers positioned in the race for the conquest of
the ASEAN market?
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While it is true that Southeast Asian consumers are going through an increasing
cultural contamination that influences and homogenizes their aesthetics and
their desires,* the region cannot yet be considered a monolithic block
when it comes to consumption behaviours. Moreover, despite the multiple
efforts of the ASEAN Economic Community to integrate the ten markets,
substantial discrepancies remain, and European companies new to this
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market are learning this the hard way. Southeast Asia is a multifaceted

region with multiple languages, alphabets and cultures but also regulatory

systems and ways of doing business.

Market heterogeneity is even more accentuated in the world of
luxury. Attentive customization and a personalized touch are
fundamental elements of the luxury experience. Most of the top
producers and distributors need to adopt customized approaches
to their wealthy clients, as the intimate relationship that evolves
between the consumer and the luxury brand** requires. And
Southeast Asia is no exception.

Italian companies are typically smaller than their European and
American counterparts, but they are greater in number. Among
the top 100 global luxury brands, 24 are Italian, which is
an outstanding result. It is equal to the number from the United
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States and the United Kingdom combined. This feature leaves Italian firms well
positioned in the race to conquer such a diverse market in terms of expectations
and approaches to luxury.
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Through a desk review, we tried to estimate the presence of the top 100 global
luxury companies in ASEAN countries. We located and counted the stores,
branches and offices in each of the ten ASEAN countries. Over 60% of
companies have branches or stores in at least one ASEAN country, mostly in
Singapore, while a third are also present in Thailand and Malaysia, and one in
four in Indonesia as well.



Below are the results of the review in detail.

NUMBER OF NUMBER OF NUMBER OF NUMBER OF

COUNTRY COMPANIES COMPANIES COMPANIES COMPANIES IN 7+
OF ORIGIN ONTHETOP 100 IN 2+ ASEAN IN 4+ ASEAN ASEAN COUNTRIES
ITALY 24 15 8 1
us 14 6 5 0
UK 10 5 2 0
SWITZERLAND 9 8 6 3
FRANCE 7 3 1 0
JAPAN 6 3 1 1

Elaborated by the author

As we can see from the table, Italy is performing well. 62.5% of the top Italian
luxury firms are represented in at least two ASEAN countries. Proportionately,
Swiss companies have the largest representation, with eight out of nine companies
having branches in ASEAN countries. Only five companies are found in seven
or more countries; these include Ermenegildo Zegna.

But while clothing, footwear and accessories are the kings in terms of size and
number of companies, this expensive market is truly cross-sectoral, and itincludes
automotive, house furniture, food and beverage, cosmetics, jewellery, hospitality
and many other sectors. The Lion family has produced and installed high-
quality doors and windows since 1897 and now specializes in high-technology
solutions. After some commercial contacts with China, Enrico, the youngest of
the Lion family, felt that the time was right to expand the business, and in 2012
he moved to Singapore. Today, Falegnameria Lion (‘carpentry Lion’) operates in
at least five Asian countries, and Enrico has no doubt that, after India, ASEAN
countries are the most promising market for his business, particularly Cambodia
and also Myanmar, where he has just opened his second showroom.

I asked him to give me a definition of luxury. The key, he says, ‘is to understand
the idea of your client and make it real’. But what are the challenges of working
with Southeast Asian luxury clients for a traditional Italian family business?
According to Enrico, the first obstacle is cultural: despite having solid financial
resources, Southeast Asian clients often have difficulty understanding why a
customized, high-tech Italian-made smart door cannot be compared to some
cheaper Asian (read ‘Chinese’) version. Secondly, concepts such as perfection,
energy efficiency and ‘pay more — last longer’, a matter of course in Europe, are
not so familiar in Southeast Asia.

Is being Italian an advantage? Certainly it is, Enrico assures me. The so-called
country-of-origin factor is still a great source of added value for Italian products.
‘Made in Italy’ is synonymous with excellence, impeccable aesthetics and top
materials. What is needed, he stresses, is a cultural change. And the role of the
luxury entrepreneur is to walk the Southeast Asian clients through the world of
luxury and its features.

‘If you do your homework properly,” he says, ‘they will be forever loyal to your

brand.’



Below are the 24 Italian luxury companies listed in the 2019 global ranking
compiled by Deloitte.
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Elaborated by the author from Deloitte Global, Global Powers of Luxury Goods, 2019.
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