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Abstract - The premium car industry is facing an unprecedented number and extent of fundamental changes at the moment: 
The trend towards immaterialluxury in mature markets, the sustainability trend, new power-train technologies, and new 
mobility concepts ask for a review and change of the traditional positioning of premium car brands. 
Based on a qualitative research study using expert interviews and focus groups this paper presents an analysis of the change 
of luxury and the implications thereof for automotive premium brands.  
The results this paper presents support a paradigm change in luxury consumption. Furthermore, the major dilemmas and 
fields of action for the manufacturers in this context are identified. Based on the findings conjectures regarding the change of 
luxuryand future success factors for automotive premium brands are introduced. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The global luxury landscape is currently undergoing 
extraordinary changes: While emerging countries 
still tend torather ostentatious luxury consumption 
(Grzanna, 2010a; Grzanna, 2010b), mature, 
industrialised, Western democracieslike e.g. 
Europe, Japan, and the USA now show a tendency 
towards immaterial luxury and value 
orientation(cf. American Express, 2006; 
Enzensberger, 1996; Kapferer and Bastien, 2009; 
Merten, 2009; Opaschowski, 2008; Opaschowski, 
2009).  
 
In addition, fundamental trends like the 
sustainability trend (American Express, 2006; Ernst 
& Young, 2010; Lubin and Esty, 2010; Otto (GmbH 
& Co KG), 2011), new power-train technologies 
(Herz, 2010), new mobility concepts (Rees, 2010), 
and digital communication (Kapferer and Bastien, 
2009; Kotler, Kartajaya and Setiawan, 2010) are 
revolutionizing the automotive industry. 
Automotive industry experts already speak of the 
“second invention of the automobile.” (Dr. Dieter 
Zetsche translated correspondingly according to 
Buchenau and Herz,2011). 
 
In view of thissignificant change of values and 
technology the traditional positioning of premium 
automobilesconsequently has to be challenged.  
The objective of this paper isto present the most 
significant changes of the idea of luxury and 
themajor future success factors for automotive 
premium brandsin this context.  
Based on the described research problem the main 
research question is: How should automotive 
premium brands be positioned and how should they 
operate in terms of their marketing in the years 2015 
– 2030 due to the changed perception of luxury? 
The term “luxury” stands for: 

“1archaic: lechery, lust  
2: a condition of abundance or great ease and 
comfort […] 
3 a: something adding to pleasure or comfort but 
not absolutely necessary […] b: an indulgence in 
something that provides pleasure, satisfaction, or 
ease […]“ (Merriam-Webster, 2012) 

 
This means luxury is always associated with both 
positive and negative connotations.  
In Ancient Egypt (approx. from 3.100 B.C. until 332 
B.C.), when pharaohs were buried with their most 
precious belongings under ostentatious pyramids, a 
pompous, hierarchically ruled luxury concept was 
prevalent (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). In contrast to 
that during the time of the Roman Republic (approx. 
from 509 B.C. until 27 B.C.), in which the social 
value system was based on virtue, luxury was rather 
negatively perceived as "pomposity and feasting” 
(Roos, 2009). The rather positive interpretation of 
luxury gradually came to the foreground in the 
19thcentury in the context of the rise of capitalism and 
global trade (see e.g. Berry, 1994; Kapferer and 
Bastien, 2009; Meyer, 2003).Today, luxury 
consumption is basically detached from social status 
(Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). 
So from a historic-societal perspective luxury has 
always experienced both: moral criticism(see e.g. 
Berry, 1994; Enzensberger, 1996; Roos, 2009) but 
also the image of a driver of refinement and 
societal wealth (see e.g. Berry, 1994; Kapferer and 
Bastien, 2009; Meyer, 2003).  
 
According to Sombart, who said “Luxury is any 
effort that goes beyond the necessary.”  (Sombart 
1913) luxury can also be defined as the opposite of 
the necessary. The definition of the necessary 
however is very subjective and changes over time 
depending on cultural aspects, the level of income, 
consumption habits, changing social-ethical standards 
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of a society or era (Esch, 2009; Kapferer and Bastien, 
2009; Merten, 2009) and one´s personal value system 
(Merten, 2009). As luxury is always subject to 
relativity and individuality an ultimate definition of 
luxury can consequently never exist.   
Apart from that exclusivity and desirableness are 
further enduring, major characteristics of luxury 
(Berry 1994, Ricca 2012).  
Based on Maslow´s well-known “hierarchy of needs” 
(Kotler and Keller, 2006) it is commonly assumed 
that luxury consumers pass different phases of luxury 
(see e.g. Merten, 2009), in which one´s understanding 
of luxury experiences an evolution from an 
acquisitive to a finally immaterial understanding of 
luxury. However, as will be described in the 
following, the results of this study suggest that reality 
is not as linear as this model implies.  
The probably first significant publication of luxury 
research (Bruhn, Kirchgeorg and Meier, 2007) was 
the book “The Theory of the Leisure Class” of 1899 
(Veblen, 2007) by Thorstein Veblen, whodraw a 
critical picture of the still clearly status driven luxury 
concept of his time.  
Especially since the 1990s the global luxury market 
hasexperienced a massive growth (Truong et al., 
2008) and is expected to grow even further in the 
coming years. (Ernst & Young, 2010; Sandmaier, 
2010).One of the trends changing the luxury market 
the most at the moment is thedemocratisation of 
luxurydue to the rising level of wealth (Silverstein 
and Fiske, 2008). Kapferer and Bastien (2009) 
hypothesise that instead of societal structures it is 
luxury consumption that forms the image and status 
of a persontoday.Moreover, the diversification of 
luxury concepts and hybrid consumption habits 
mixing luxury with mass products have 
increased.(Silverstein and Fiske, 2008; Merten, 
2009). 
So overall it can be said that luxury has never been as 
positively perceived and dealt with as democratically 
as today. 
At last, luxury consumption is also influenced by 
cultural differences: In Western, mature marketsa 
trend towards value orientation and immaterial luxury 
values is observable (Enzensberger 1996; American 
Express 2006; Kapferer 2008; Opaschowski 2008; 
Opaschowski 2009; Roos 15/10/2009; Kotler 2010; 
Phönix 02.01.2013). Emerging markets on the other 
hand show rather conspicuous luxury consumption 
habits. (Grzanna, 2010a; Grzanna, 2010b). 
In summary the growing diversification of luxury 
concepts, opposite cultural preferences, and the 
aforementioned changes in technology and mobility 
behaviour represent an unprecedented complexity 
for globally operating automotive premium 
manufacturers. Consequently the need for a review of 
the self-understanding and positioning of premium 
car brands and products is high. 
Premium products are positioned below luxury 
brands but above mass products (Esch, 2009). Diez 

(2006) and Rosengarten &Stürmer (2005) agreed in 
defining the premium generalistsMercedes-Benz, 
BMW, and Audi, but also Porsche as major 
European automotive premium brands. However, 
especially in the automotive sector the luxury and 
the premium segment in some models overlap 
(Rosengarten and Stürmer, 2005). 
Based on the literature review the following 
theoretical conjectures were derived: 

1. There can be no universal definition of 
luxury as luxury is highly individual, 
relative, and changes over time. 

2. Thediversification and democratisation of 
luxury is increasing.  

3. A paradigm change in mature markets 
towards a more immaterial, and sustainable 
luxury is noticeable, while emerging markets 
still tend to ostentation. 

4. The major conjecture based on the 
literature review therefore was: Luxury and 
premium manufacturers must review their 
positioning in order to better respond to the 
new consumer demand for spiritual 
enrichment in mature markets, while they 
must keep a status and performance driven 
marketing in emerging markets.  

 
II. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
The presented research study is based on the 
principles of grounded theory (cf. Glaser and 
Strauss, 2007; Remenyi et al., 2010). Its research 
methodology followed three steps:  
 

1. Research step 1 was an interdisciplinary 
literature review on luxury covering the 
semantic, the economic, the psychological, 
the historic-societal, and the philosophical 
perspective.  

2. Research step 2 were 34 structured, 
qualitative expert interviews in 9 countries 
(i.e. Germany, UK, France, Italy, Spain, 
Switzerland, USA, China, Singapore) and 8 
industries (i.e. aircrafts, automobiles, 
consulting, fashion, hotels, jewellery, 
publishing, watches) as well as science (e.g. 
Prof.Dr. Willi Diez, Prof.Dr. Volker 
Trommsdorff).  

3. Research step 3 were 3 focus groups (with 
35 and 2x 10 participants) with young 
trendsetters between 25 and 35 with the 
economic potential to become the next 
generation of premium car buyers. 
 

In the end the findings of theacademic, the expert, 
and the consumer perspective were compared, gaps 
between the different perspectives critically 
discussed, andconjectures regarding the change of 
luxury, and future success factors for automotive 
premium brands in this context developed. 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926 Volume-1, Issue-11, Dec.-2015 

The Future of Automotive Luxury–What Changes are Needed 
 

145 

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The research led to the following major results: 
 
3.1. Finding no. 1 
All of the interviewed experts confirmed the high 
relevance of the research question and thus the 
necessity for the automotive industry to analyse the 
implications of the current change of luxury on their 
business. 
ManfrediRicca, Managing Director of Interbrand 
Italy, and an author about luxury himself summarised 
the reasons for this high relevance of the topic by 
explaining: 

"[...] there is virtually no industry which is 
changing at the pace at which the car 
industry on the one hand and the luxury 
market on the other hand are changing. [...] 
So we really see a difference in the way 
people look at these two categories. And of 
course it is interesting to see what happens 
when they come together." 

So the experts were aware that the current changes 
might be of fundamental significance.   
 
3.2. Finding no. 2 
The interviewed experts defined the following trends 
as the most relevant ones, which were driving the 
current change in the premium automotive 
industry: the sustainability trend, new technologies, 
the changing role of the automobile, the trend to new 
mobility concepts, the increasing differentiation of 
the automotive premium industry, and the changed 
way of luxury consumption.  
 
3.3. Finding no. 3 
The expert interviews identified a trend towards the 
new luxury values immaterial luxury, sustainability, 
social responsibility, and experience orientation in 
industrialised, Western democracies. At the same 
time they confirmed that classic luxury values like 
exclusivity, quality, and heritage were still in 
demand. This was also confirmed by the focus groups 
with young consumers. 
So at the moment there seems to be a co-existence of 
rather classic on the one hand and new, more 
immaterial luxury concepts on the other hand.  
 
3.4. Finding no. 4 
Both the literature review and the expert interviews 
confirmed a general tendency towards rather 
conspicuous luxury consumption and status vehicles 
in emerging markets. If emerging markets will 
eventually develop in a similar direction as mature 
markets or find their own interpretation of future 
luxury remains to be seen.  
 
3.5. Finding no. 5 
The experts described the automotive industry as 
traditionally male-dominated as well as engineering, 

product, and performance driven with a growing 
significance, but still a lack of power on the 
marketing side. 
Consequently the need for innovation, for learning 
from faster-moving industries, and for turning 
towards a more customer and more value oriented 
approach is even higher. 
 
3.6. Finding no. 6 
According to the experts themajor challenges and 
dilemmasin premium automotive management for 
the coming years are: 

 Adapting the brand to modern luxury 
concepts and to new target segments without 
risking its identity 

 Delivering fun and status and at the same 
time sustainability 

 Being a democratic, approachable, and 
socially acceptable brand in order to grow 
but yet offering the exclusivity top end 
customers expect 

 Keeping consistency through all the model 
segments of the increasingly diversifying 
product portfolios 

 Managing the turnaround from an 
automobile manufacturer to a mobility 
service provider 

 Offering individualisation, which is a 
growing customer demand, while managing 
the increasing cost pressure 

Even the interviewed young consumers of the focus 
groups had observed the struggling of the premium 
car manufacturers to cope with all these challenges 
and the risk to stretch the brand too far.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
To conclude the following can be said: That luxury is 
changing over time is nothing new. What is new, 
though, is the increased speed at which it changes. 
Furthermore, the increasingdiversification, and 
democratisation of luxury in the globalised, 
connected world of today together with the 
mentioned fundamental changes in the industry like 
e.g. the trend towards new mobility concepts and new 
powertrain technologies create an unprecedented 
complexity for the premium car manufacturers. In 
addition international consumer preferences develop 
into diverse and often opposite directions.  
These changes caused aparadigm change in the 
concept of luxuryand the role of the automobile 
especially in mature, industrialized markets asking 
the manufacturers to review their current positioning 
and approach of doing business.  
The theoretical implications of the findings are the 
following: If luxury further diversifies and becomes 
more immaterial, then luxury and customer 
segmentation models are too linear,too one-
dimensional, and are reflecting immaterial luxury 
ideas too little to describe future luxury. Other 
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interesting questions to further investigate in this 
context are:What will come after the trend to 
immaterial luxury?Will international luxury concepts 
stay as opposite as they now seem or will they finally 
assimilate especially in the connected world of today? 
How will luxury develop in emerging markets, which 
will be the growth markets for both the luxury and the 
car industry in the years to come? 
The managerial implications of the findings are the 
following: If luxury concepts become less material 
and less status driven, then the concept of the 
premium automobile and the positioning of premium 
automotive brandshave to be interpreted in a less 
material, more lifestyle kind of way. 
In summary the followingfuture success factorsfor 
premium automotive brands in this context were 
identified: One success factor will be learning from 
faster moving and even immaterial, service industries. 
A benchmarking was especially recommended with 

 The IT industry (first and foremost with 
Apple) regarding communication, on board 
infotainment, and steering but also branding 

 The fashion industry regarding short product 
life-cycles, design and colour trends 

 And the travel industry regarding customer 
experience, service, customer relationship 
management  

Moreover, a cultural change in the automotive 
industry is necessary: From an engineering to a 
completely customer driven approach and from a 
self-understanding as a car manufacturer to a new 
mission as a mobility provider. This also asks for 
empowering the Sales & Marketing functions. 
In order to stay successful the described pronounced 
new luxury values in mature Western democracies 
like immaterial luxury, sustainability, individuality, 
lifestyle, experiences, and sophisticated status 
concepts need to become the principles of premium 
car manufacturers in every aspect of their 
management – be it vehicle conception, marketing, or 
company culture. 
Furthermore, more limited editions as well as 
exclusive experiences and services to cater to the 
need for exclusivity of the top segment are 
recommendable as a counterpart to the downward 
extensions of the portfolio.  
The current challenge for the coming years is how to 
adapt to the described changes as an automotive 
premium brandwithout weakening its authenticity or 
profitability. 
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