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Abstract 
 
In an attempt to keep up appearances of exclusivity, luxury brands have been slow to adopt digital 
strategies.  Burberry Group PLC., however, has invested a considerable amount of money in the 
development of digital marketing strategies. The purpose of this project is to explore the necessity and 
effectiveness of digital marketing for luxury brands by conducting a case study of Burberry Group PLC., 
specifically in China.  

This project conducts a survey of 216 Chinese. Survey respondents feel that the digital strategy is a good 
conduit for increased communication and consumer feedback, yet ultimately purchasing decisions are 
based on things other than the sophistication of a digital campaign. Digital strategies can, therefore, be 
beneficial for companies wishing to raise brand awareness and are not concerned with an immediate 
consumer response. Burberry’s success further shows that luxury brands will not be negatively impacted 
by an association with the internet. Ultimately, whether or not digital strategies are beneficial for an 
individual luxury brand depends on the short and long term goals of that brand. Judging from Burberry’s 
case, digital strategies will pay off, but the length of time it takes to realize the dividends of a digital 
investment could vary.  

 
INTRODUCTION 
 The significance of digital marketing is rapidly growing due to the increase in the 
number of internet users and subscribers worldwide. According to Internet World 
Stat, the total number of worldwide internet users reached 2.4 billion by June 30, 
2012, with a growth rate of 566.4% during the past decade. Along with the 
development of technologies and popularization of mobile devices, brands and 
marketers are appear to more and more in favor of using digital marketing to promote 
their products and services as well as expanding the customer base. 
 Luxury brands, more than any other brand category, have a great deal to gain but 
also a great deal to fear from the Internet. While traditional industries and global 
retail markets have been accepting and then embracing the disruptive technologies, 
luxury brands - including big names Chanel and Prada - have been slow upon entering 
this digital space. These companies have traditionally been based on exclusivity and 
hence tend to shy away from strategies which allow greater consumer participation in 
their business (Egan, 2012). Luxury labels believe the Internet would cheapen their 
brand images by over-exposure of their images and lost control of its communication 
content (luxe.co, 2013). Thus, many of fashion’s biggest brands, particularly luxury 
brands, have been quite slow to pick up on technologies, and remain scared to 
experiment with digital technologies. However, Burberry, like many other smart 
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companies today, has realized that customer participation and market orientation is 
precisely the key to survival in this new era of participation in the digital realm. Thus 
this 156-year-old British luxury brand is harnessing ground-breaking marketing 
techniques to put it at the forefront of fashion, and is now seeing its fastest growth in 
online sales as it embraces social media and blurs the boundary between its physical 
stores and the digital world (Butler, 2013). 
 Among Burberry’s global sales growth and digital strategies, China is a market that 
cannot be ignored. Growing at a pace far surpassing expectations, spending by 
Chinese consumers on luxury products now exceeds that of any other country. China 
has become an essential market for global luxury brands; and Burberry is no 
exception. Having leapt past Japan’s luxury market, which until recently was the 
world’s largest, China has become the paramount driver of growth in this sector, with 
purchases by Chinese both at home and abroad accounting for over one-quarter of 
the global total (McKinsey Survey, 2012).  
 Like other major markets, Burberry has put much effort into engaging Chinese 
consumers digitally. Besides launching an official Chinese language website last year 
on where Burberry can livestream its seasonal shows like in other western markets, it 
is arming the company’s shop assistants with iPads with which they can help 
customers order sizes or colors that might be out of stock in the store. Burberry also 
participates actively in China’s unique social media scenario: its presence on Chinese 
sites such as SinaWeibo (Chinese version of Twitter and Facebook combined), Youku 
(similar to YouTube) and Douban is helping Burberry outperform rival brands in the 
region (Butler, 2013). The label has more than half a million followers of its own on 
SinaWeibo. 
 It appears Burberry is doing well, as Burberry Group’s latest 2012-2013 annual 
report says, global retail/wholesale revenue grew 12% globally last year, and 14% of it 
comes from China, which has been its fastest-growing market. However, Burberry’s 
sales growth in China is falling, from 23% of market revenue increase to 20%.Globally, 
compared to the previous year, Burberry’s growth is slower as well. In FY2012, its total 
revenue growth was 24%, while in FY2013, they are 8%. Some analysts blame China’s 
economic slowdown and a clampdown on businesses there using luxury goods as gifts, 
but the share price of Burberry’s rival  LVMH, a French luxury-goods giant, has fallen 
by only 4% over the same period (The Economist, 2012). Compared to Burberry’s 16% 
slump, it seems largely unaffected by the Chinese economic slowdown. 
 This has raised doubts about Burberry’s digital strategies. Are they a distraction 
from Burberry’s core business of selling luxury clothes in shops as critics say? Or as 
Burberry believes, are they necessities to keep pace with a digital generation and an 
effective tactic to enhance brand perception and consumer attitude, thus, making the 
new media effective to increase conversion rate and sales eventually? This research 
paper aims to find out the effectiveness of digital marketing for luxury brands by 
focusing on Burberry China.In order to achieve the aim, researcher has set the 
following objectives: 

1. What are Burberry’s digital marketing strategies in international markets, 
especially in Chinese market? 
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2. How effective are Burberry’s digital marketing strategies in terms of the impact 
on its sales and consumers’ attitudes towards them? 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Luxury Brands 
 What defines a luxury brand? Traditional wisdom suggests that it's one that's 
selective and exclusive—to such a degree that only one brand can exist within each 
retail category. But this definition is inherently restrictive, failing to take into account 
the way in which luxury brands today are increasingly identified as such by their 
placement in stores and how consumers perceive them (Chevalier and Gutsatz, 2012). 
There are two approaches one can take when attempting to define luxury – 
“Productive approaches” and “perceptual approaches” - as Michel Chevalier and 
Gerald Mazzalovo state in their book Luxury Brand Management: A World of Privilege 
(2012). The first approach is to develop definitions relevant to the production of 
luxury, since most luxury companies were built on the foundations of skill and 
craftsmanship, high creativity, relentless innovation, exclusivity, made-to-measure, a 
strong vision, a unique clientele and the kind of passion that often borders on insanity 
(Okonkwo, 2010). The second approach –the “perceptual approach” – is to develop 
definitions using economic terminology such as the supply and utility logics, which is 
“on the side of the mechanisms of perception” because “sociologists and 
psychologists are naturally interested in the resonance of luxury in the population” 
(Chevalier and Mazzalovo, 2012).  
 Luxury, as we all know, is related to pleasure and indulgence of the senses through 
objects or experiences that are more ostentatious than necessary. It may be 
expressed through objects that are rare, original, and exceptional and offer the best in 
comfort (Okonkwo, 2010). Luxury is not only product; it is a dream. Although in our 
modern context, the meaning of luxury is gearing towards individual interpretations, 
we may generally agree that luxury is synonymous with pure pleasure and indulgence 
(Okonkwo, 2010). The madam of luxury definitions, Coco Chanel, was known to have 
repeated at every chance that “Luxury is a necessity that begins where necessity 
ends.” 
 While psychologists and sociologists have focused on the perceptions of luxury, 
there are some other aspects worth considering. First is what the hidden reasons 
behind luxury consumption are? The perceptual approach mentioned earlier reveals 
two types of motivation that do not overlap entirely; a consumer can purchase luxury 
goods in order to display them(whether consciously or not), or, in a more personal 
approach, simply to have fun, for one’s own “pure pleasure” (Chevalier and 
Mazzalovo, 2012). This dimension seems often neglected by sociological discourse, 
and a more private one, which is of comfort and individual hedonism, as Jean-Paul 
Sartre points out in L’Etre et le Neant(1943), “Luxury does not designate a quality of 
the object owned, but a quality of possession.” Besides, the pleasure born from the 
consumption of luxury comes also from stories that can be told. Luxury makes us 
dream via marketing strategies and communications. 
 There is a more intangible supplement that cannot be ignored – brand. It is an 
idea, a prestige; it is a sort of beyond the actual product that the product must 
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promote without betrayal (Kelly, 2012). Advertising, points of sale, windows, websites 
and sponsorships are other forms of brand manifestations not less essential for the 
defense of its identity. 
 Thus we see, Burberry therefore can be considered as “luxury brand” since it 
matches all the criteria mentioned above. 
 
Digital Marketing (DigiMarketing)  
 Digital marketing is marketing that makes use of electronic devices such as 
computers, tablets, smartphones, digital billboards, and game consoles to engage with 
consumers and other business partners. Internet Marketing is a major component of 
digital marketing. Wertime and Fenwick (2008) cited that DigiMarketing is the future 
evolution of marketing for companies allowing interactive communications between 
users/consumers and marketers. Meanwhile, digital channels enable marketers to 
improve and optimize their products and services by collecting and gathering 
feedbacks and demands from consumers directly (Wind and Mahajan, 2001). 
 Digital Marketing can be defined as the promotion of brands or products and 
services, using Television, Radio, Internet, mobile and any form of digital media to 
reach customers in a timely, relevant, personal and cost-effective manner. Digital 
marketing can also be called E-Marketing, which Strauss and Frost (2011) described as 
it utilizes benefits of information technologies: 

 Creating more value for customers by transforming marketing strategies 
through more effective segmentation, targeting, differentiation and 
positioning strategies. 

 Increasing effectiveness in planning and implementing the conception, 
distribution, promotion and pricing of products/services. 

 Establishing exchanges that satisfy individual consumer and organizational 
customers’ objectives. 

 As the development of technology has evolved, consumers turn to be the ones 
who control the game. Digital media allows consumers to voice their feedback and 
demands. Therefore, the power has been shifted to consumers who can currently 
influence brands. Consumers are the ones who make the decision and control posting, 
uploading, downloading and sharing messages and videos. Wertime and Fenwick 
(2008) also state that the golden rule for digital marketing is permission by consumers 
to contact them; otherwise, information about products and services will be ignored. 
Shifting from “push” marketing to this opt-in will benefit marketers more than that if 
they demand feedback from consumers about their interests. 

 
 
 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Qualitative Approach 
 In order to gain insights into Burberry China’s digital marketing strategies, this part 
will consist of content analysis on its official websites, corporate annual reports, its 
Chinese social media channels and digital campaigns. 
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Quantitative Approach 
 This part presents the results from a survey and questionnaires which were 
conducted in a Central Business District of Shanghai with Chinese nationals who are 
consumers of luxury brands, aged from 15 years-old to 45 years-old, both male and 
female, selected via a random quota sample technique with a sample size of 216. 
 
RESULTS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Result from Content Analysis on Burberry China’s Marketing Strategies 
 As Burberry’s CEO Angela Ahrendts wrote in the annual report 2012/13, given 
their importance, efforts to better understand and serve Chinese consumers are an 
ongoing priority. During past years, Burberry conducted proprietary research into 
Chinese luxury consumers, leveraging the results across functions, developed bespoke 
product assortment for stores in China, key tourist destinations and on burberry.com 
to coincide with the Golden Weeks and Chinese New Year holidays. What’s more, the 
brand’s digital presence continued to be strengthened, engaging customers with 
dedicated content across multiple Chinese platforms (Annual Report 2012/13). 

 The physical stores 
 As part of an aggressive expansion of flagship stores in established and emerging 
Chinese cities, Burberry created a signature shop floor experience with elements of 
digital media. Typically younger than developed markets and raised on the internet, 
China's high-net-worth consumers learn about and explore luxury products online 
(Clode, 2012).To meet those local expectations, Burberry rolled out its digital retail 
model in China. The stores, with interactive touch screens, the size of mirrors and 
sales staff armed with iPads, let customers mix, match and customize beyond the 
inventory available onsite. 

 Official website 
 Burberry launched its Chinese language website in 2011 for Chinese consumers to 
shop online (Burkitt, 2011), as well as connecting and engaging with the brand’s other 
social media channels and campaigns. Customers can also get 24-hour customer 
service with an online chat system in Chinese. Burberry’s digital strategy, which has 
been highly cognizant of e-commerce and social media, has paid off greatly, as a 
company spokesperson reported that the Chinese website’s traffic is up 70 percent 
(Jing Daily, 2013). 

 Social media channels 
 Burberry is renowned for their digital marketing campaigns and social media 
strategies. It was cited by Altagamma as the luxury brand with the highest digital 
customer awareness and led media think tank L2’s “Fashion Digital IQ Index” for the 
second year, as well as being named by L2 as the fashion brand with the highest 
“digital IQ” in China. The label holds active accounts on six different Chinese social 
media sites, out of which SinaWeibo, Douban and Youku are the most 
popular.Boasting a user base of over 500 million, SinaWeibo has been increasingly 
seen by luxury brands operating in China as a “must” for not only reaching, but fully 
engaging, China’s luxury consumers (Jing Daily).Burberry didn’t start its digital 
marketing trip until three years ago, but after its first post in on Feb.1, 2011, the brand 
generated 654,269 followers by Nov. 2013, making it No. 1 brand in the luxury 
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category on social media which showed great interest and concern from Chinese 
netizens. Burberry generated the most engagement as defined in the following 
manner: more retweets and netizens comments compared to competitors (Jing Daily). 

 Integration SinaWeibo with offline marketing events. 
 Further recognizing digital's role in creating more luxury-brand enthusiasts, 
Burberry is putting considerable energy into digitizing events and public relations. A 
watershed was the opening party of the brand's flagship in Beijing, which was 
broadcast on local social-media platforms such as SinaWeibo and got 3 million viewers 
(Clode, 2012). 
 Most recently their iconic Art of the Trench exhibition hit Shanghai and the brand 
maximized Weibo to announce the opening event, and to bring awareness to the 
exhibition and the event. Burberry transformed their Weibo page into a completely 
interactive picture board, featuring three different sections and a video for the 
upcoming Art of the Trench exhibition in Shanghai. The video was a complete 
immersion into the Chinese culture and the city of Shanghai, which reinforced the 
brand’s focus on localizing their products and marketing strategies (Gerring, 2013).It 
was an interactive campaign featuring images of local Chinese wearing different styles 
of the famous Burberry trench coats andWeibo followers could vote on their favorite 
image. The images are very personal, with normal everyday city-goers in their trench 
coat. So how many followers voted on their favorite Trench coat styles? Was the 
image driven campaign a success? It turned out that the brand made 7 posts about 
the exhibition. The post with the most engagement was a man wearing a Burberry 
trench coat that generated 1235 reposts and 906 comments. Since the execution of 
the Weibo campaign for Art of the Trench exhibition, the user activity has increased, 
with a total of 2,269 reposts in just over two weeks, a 99% increase in user’s reposts. 
The personal touch of this campaign also generated an increase of 76% in comments, 
with a total of 595 comments by Weibo followers.  
 
Result from Content Analysis on Financial Highlights 
 The purpose of digital marketing strategies is to boost sales volume, which is in 
turn one of the benchmarks use to gauge the effectiveness of Burberry’s digital 
efforts. The company board does not care about “fans”, “likes”, and “comments”. In 
the end, what they really want to know is the result for their business (Chen, 2013).  
 Finishing the year with a strong retail performance both online and offline, 
Burberry achieved record revenue and profit in 2012/13. In FY 2013, Burberry grew 
total revenue 8% to £1,999m and adjusted profit before tax 14% in a challenging 
global environment. According to Burberry’s latest annual report, the retail revenue 
grew 12%. Of the 14% adjusted operating profit increase, core retail/wholesale 
segment increased 17% on 8% revenue growth – retail/wholesale operating margin 
also reached a record 17.8%. Capital expenditure totaled£176m and the Group ended 
the year with £297m in net cash. The following two charts show Burberry’s revenue 
and profits for the past six years (Annual Report 2012/13). 

 
 Chart 1 Burberry’s FY 2013 Total Revenue 
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 Chart 2 Burberry’s FY2013 Adjusted Operating Profit 

 
 What does it mean when Burberry’s total revenue grew 8% while its profits grew 
14%? One possible answer is their cost decreased.  Burberry has three business 
channels – retail (including digital), wholesale and licensing – and its FY2013 retail 
revenue grew 12%, and its retail/wholesale operating margin reached a record 17.8%. 
It is not difficult to say that Burberry’s digital marketing strategies contribute to the 
label’s strong financial growth as well as its ability to lower total expenditures. As 
Burberry said in its latest annual report, its digital engagement was at record level and 
its impact increased both online and offline.  
 As China is the biggest and fasted growing market, Burberry is also doing great. In 
FY2013, its China sales grew about 20%. Eleven new stores were opened, made it the 
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total at year-end to 69 stores in 35 cities. Its digital presence in China hit record high 
for which the L2 media think tank named Burberry as the brand with the highest 
“digital IQ” in China and in fashion globally (L2, 2013).  
 However, compared to the previous year, Burberry’s growth is slower. In FY2012, 
its total revenue growth was 24% and the operating profit increased 25%, while in 
FY2013, they are 8% and 14% separately. The same fall happened to Chinese market 
as well. Compared to the 23% Chinese market revenue increase, Burberry’s FY2013 
Chinese sales growth is slowing down to 20%. Does it mean its digital strategies are 
not effective anymore? Or are there any other elements? In fact, it is because the 
company is facing a more challenging environment. Following standout growth in 
2011 relative to the range of consumer sectors, luxury slowed dramatically in 2012. 
The ongoing economic crisis in the Eurozone and a continued sluggish US economy 
weighed on all areas of consumer spending. Although most of Asia remained relatively 
healthy, the Chinese consumer – which accounts for a majority of luxury consumption 
growth – was subdued by a secularly decelerating economy complicated by 
government transition (Ahrendts, 2013). Industry experts estimate that luxury sector 
growth declined from 13% in 2011 to 5% in 2012 (Annual Report, 2012/2013). Looking 
back, the international economic situation has played an important role in affecting 
the luxury market, and Burberry is not the only one affected. However, Burberry’s 
performance has stayed strong. The chart below shows Burberry’s share price 
performance on London Stock Exchange for the past ten years which include the 2008 
Asia financial crisis.  
 
Chart 3 Burberry’s Stock Exchange Outperforms the FTSE Index 

 
Result from Quantitative Survey 
 To examineconsumers’ knowledge and attitudes toward Burberry’s digital 
marketing strategies and tactics, Chinese consumers are questions on luxury in 
general and on Burberry specifically. For the favorite and most familiar luxury brands, 
the top three for Chinese are Chanel, Dior and Prada. Burberry made it to the top-ten 
list, but ranked only at 6th, the same as Gucci. This shows Burberry is well-known and 
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favored in China, but not the best compared to its main competitors in Chinese 
market.  
 When it comes to channels to get updated information of favorite luxury brands, 
Chinese consumers surveyed turn to traditional media such as fashion magazines 
(24%), followed by fashion websites and online communities (16%). Social media, 
which luxury brands stay away from, however, makes the top three on this list with 
13%. Fashion websites, online communities and social media combined show the 
power of digital channels, which makes one third of the total percentage. This finding 
answers the question whether luxury brands should embrace the disrupted 
technologies which allow greater consumer participation in their business – the 
answer is yes. 
 However, for the digital pioneer, Burberry, research showed that even though 
Burberry’s marketing strategies shift towards digital remarkably, consumers – at least 
Chinese consumers – still rely on traditional channels such as fashion magazines, TV 
commercials, physical stores and fashion shows whose numbers combined make at 
almost 66%. In addition, Burberry China’s digital channels including official website 
and social media channels, account for 31% where consumers get updated 
information, slightly higher than that of luxury brands in general showed above. This 
means that while digital marketing is the trend, a brand should also consider the 
features and consuming habits of a specific market. Though digital marketing is 
powerful and Chinese market is conducting it more and more, the majority of Chinese 
consumers are relying on traditional media – at least for now.  
 When asked what Burberry’s brand image is, an overwhelmingly 74% of 
respondents chose “British heritage”; when asked what Burberry is best at, “Design” 
(21%), “brand culture” (18%), “signature product” (17%) and “quality” (16%) made the 
top four on the list. This shows this 156-year-old British brand has a strong image to 
Chinese consumers, and that Chinese consumers buy Burberry more because of its 
brand than other aspects. Nevertheless, through all the years digital marketing efforts, 
20% of consumers think Burberry is also young and flexible, showing consumer’s 
perception and knowledge towards Burberry has been slightly changing. 
 So how do consumers think when luxury brands conduct digital marketing 
strategies? The survey indicates that majorities (81%) think it is a good way to market 
the brand, and Burberry’s digital marketing strategies have had positive influence on 
Chinese consumers, making 83% of respondents like the brand more than before its 
digital turnaround. For luxury brands in general, as much as 93% respondents think 
luxury brands should conduct digital marketing strategies. 
 So what are the successful factors and limitations for luxury brands to conduct 
digital strategies For the main factors that influence Chinese consumers’ purchasing 
decisions, this survey shows that the Chinese consumers are mature shoppers, they 
are price-sensitive (30% chose “price”); and they care about the brand (28%) and the 
quality (25%). Offline marketing activities including word of mouth, campaigns and 
celebrities’ endorsement don’t work for Chinese consumers. Burberry can be 
considered a luxury brand that conducted digital marketing successfully globally and in 
Chinese market in terms of its double-digit sales growth in past few years in China. 
Compared to its main competitors, Burberry products’ price is not too high; its image 
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of 156-year old British classic brand with good quality is strong enough to reach most 
Chinese consumers. But the biggest contributor for Burberry’s digital marketing 
success is its presence on all the main social media channels in Chinese market and its 
continuous good operation of them. In addition, with its efforts in digital marketing – 
mainly online campaigns – over the years, Burberry has captured young consumers’ 
heart by making them believe that Burberry is also “young” and “flexible”. The fact of 
83% respondents like Burberry more than before its digital turnaround indicates its 
digital marketing is effective also in terms of branding. 
 There are limitations for luxury brands to conduct digital strategies as well. The 
first limitation is how to convert its brand awareness from digital marketing strategies 
into sales growth. As the biggest and fastest growing market, Chinese sales grew 20% 
in FY2013, it far surpassed other markets, but it also slumped some 3% compared to 
the previous year. The survey explained by showing that 60% of respondents would 
not buy a new Burberry product just because of its digital marketing. The second 
limitation is the challenging context the company is facing. Global luxury sector 
slowed dramatically in 2012: the ongoing economic crisis in the Eurozone and a 
continued sluggish US weighed on all areas of consumer spending; the Chinese 
consumer was subdued by a secularly decelerating economy complicated by 
government transition. All of those economic situations are limitation for luxury 
brands to conduct digital strategies.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 This project conducted a survey of 216 Chinese nationals in order to gauge their 
attitudes and perceptions of luxury in general and Burberry China. It was discovered 
that while the digital marketing strategy is succeeding in growing Burberry’s brand 
awareness, it is not leading directly to increased sales. Survey respondents felt that 
the digital strategy was a good conduit for increased communication and consumer 
feedback, yet ultimately purchasing decisions were based on things other than the 
sophistication of a digital campaign. 
 Digital strategies could, therefore, be beneficial for companies wishing to raise 
brand awareness and are not concerned with an immediate consumer response. 
Burberry’s digital strategy is a success, and its success can be replicated by other 
luxury brands. Burberry’s success further shows that luxury brands will not be 
negatively impacted by an association with the internet. Ultimately, whether or not 
digital strategies are beneficial for an individual luxury brand depends on the short 
and long term goals of that brand. Judging from Burberry’s case, digital strategies will 
pay off, but the length of time it takes to realize the dividends of a digital investment 
could vary. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Based on the analysis above, here are some recommendations for luxury brands 
on using digital marketing strategies: 

 Apply a dynamic digital retail mindset across the organization and processes to 
drive growth in all distribution channels – online and offline. 
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 Blur the physical and digital: to dissolute of the boundaries separating physical and 
digital channels, to provide consumers a single, continuous space in which to 
interact with a brand, to integrate the benefits of the physical and digital spheres 
and ultimately, to serve completely any consumer on any platform in any 
geography. 

 Enhance the product proposition: it is the product that matters. 

 Focus on and invest in under-penetrated markets, which include opportunities in 
both developed markets like the United States and the growth economies of China, 
India and the Middle East. A range of distribution channels and business models are 
used to address these opportunities. 

 Engage Chinese consumers globally: to extend product sizing and fit, to train sales 
associates in high-travel markets, to formulate occasion-specific marketing 
campaigns, just name a few. 
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