
VISION QUEST 
How fashion and luxury companies can exploit three important innovations 

being talked about in tech circles from Silicon Valley to Shenzhen. 

LONDON, U n i t e d K i n g d o m — F rom indust r ia l looms to e -commerce , n e w 
technologies have r e m a d e the fashion world again and again. But of tent imes, 
new tech-dr iven innovat ions take too long to gain acceptance in th is famously 
insular indus t ry roo ted in — and yet res i s tan t to — change . 

Fashion e n t r e p r e n e u r s who see t h e future before o the r s have in t h e 
pas t faced ridicule, as was the case wi th some of t h e earl iest p ioneers of 
e -commerce , n o w the source of near ly all luxury marke t growth. And yet, 
as the pace of change intensifies and global ep icent res of technology innova­
t ion, like Silicon Valley, t ake on a veneer of cool, fashion has b e c o m e m o r e 
open to innovat ion — at least on the surface. And he re in lies the indust ry ' s 
Achilles heel w h e n it comes t o technology. Too often, th is cyclical, fast-moving 
sector, domina t ed by a t r end-dr iven mindse t , engages wi th new technologies 

on only a superficial level — as if t hey were n e w fads — before moving on to ' the 
nex t big thing. ' 

F r o m a cer ta in van tage point , buzzy new technologies can appear to 
take off quickly. But for close observers w h o look beyond t h e buzz, the i r po ten t ia l 
impac t on c o n s u m e r marke t s can often be grasped m a n y years before, p resen t ing 
compan ies t ha t an t ic ipa te change wi th a t r e m e n d o u s advantage over compet i ­
tors . Indeed, which senior fashion executive wouldn ' t have liked to know over a 
decade ago, w h e n Facebook was first founded by M a r k Zuckerberg, t he incredible 
impac t social media would have on the indus t ry? 

This year, as we look into the future, t h r e e emerg ing technologies have 
the potent ia l to r e shape t h e way t h e indus t ry does business , t hough the i r full 
effects may no t be felt for cycles to come. 

Kate Abnett 
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MESSAGING'S 
P L A T F O R M R E V O L U T I O N 

Messaging is set to blow pas t social media as t he d o m i n a n t onl ine media activity, 
according to recent da ta p re sen ted by Michael J. Wolf, founder and CEO of tech­
nology and s t ra tegy consul t ing firm Activate. Already, abou t 2.5 bil l ion people 
use messaging apps (a n u m b e r that 's set to h i t 3.6 billion by 2018). Wha t sApp 
alone has a user base of over 800 million, whi le Facebook's Messenger and 
Tencent 's WeChat have a t t rac ted over 750 mill ion and 6 0 0 mil l ion users each. 

But messaging technologies a ren ' t j u s t expanding in scale. M u c h m o r e t h a n 
tools for free, ins tan t exchanges wi th friends and colleagues, messaging apps are 
bui lding pla t form layers to suppor t new first- and th i rd -pa r ty services, t r a n s ­
forming t h e m in to h u b s for everyth ing from consuming con ten t and playing 
games, to in te rac t ing and t ransac t ing wi th b rands . Indeed, m u c h of w h a t users 
cur ren t ly do on the web or wi th separa te nat ive apps — from buying a dress to 
calling Uber, to pe r sona l bank ing — may soon be done in messaging apps, facili­
t a ted by sophis t icated software-driven bots , which can c o m p l e m e n t in te rac t ions 
wi th h u m a n cus tomer service agents . 

According to David Marcus , Facebook's head of Messenger , luxury b rands 
are well placed to capital ise as the i r cus tomers have a "s t rong affinity" wi th the i r 
favouri te b rands , making t h e m m o r e open to in te rac t wi th t h e m on messaging 
apps "where the b r a n d is basically at t he same level as all of your friends and your 
family, people t ha t are neares t to you t h a t you connec t wi th every day." 

This kind of in t imacy is incredibly powerful, enabl ing persona l c o m m u ­
nicat ion th reads between b rands and c o n s u m e r s t h a t can be leveraged for 
"anything and everything you want ," said Marcus , po in t ing to a range of possi­
bilities from personal ised con ten t d is t r ibut ion , to ins tan t , seamless cus tomer 
service exchanges. "It becomes this space t h a t will exist for your lifetime as a 
re la t ionship be tween the cus tomer and the bus iness , so the bus iness always has 
context as to all of t he previous in teract ions ," added Marcus . 

Facebook's Business for Messenger , which will enable these kinds of 
exchanges, is set to roll out la ter this year. But to bes t leverage the possibil i t ies 
these pla t forms p e r m i t and deliver innovative n e w services for top clients, luxury 
companies m u s t find ways to be t t e r in tegra te the i r marke t ing , VIP services and 
digital t eams , which are often siloed across t he organisat ion. 
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3 D - P R I N T E D C U S T O M GOODS 

F r o m sunglasses to bag handles , m a n y fashion accessories and the i r const i t ­
u e n t pa r t s are m a d e using t rad i t iona l indust r ia l moulds . These rigid, hol lowed 
blocks a re filled wi th a range of liquefied mater ia l s — like plastic, glass and meta l 
— which ha rden , adopt ing t h e shape of t he mould . Once created, mou lds can 
be used to cost-effectively manufac tu re large r u n s of ident ical p roduc ts . But 
because t rad i t iona l moulds often cost t h o u s a n d s of dollars to make , they are less 
useful for l imi ted - run or individualised produc ts . 

On the o the r hand , us ing compute r -con t ro l l ed 'addit ive ' manufac tu r ing 
techniques , like 3D pr int ing, p roduce r s can 'pr in t ' objects in layers, from the 
g round up, based on digital designs. Because t he re is n o upfront i nves tmen t in 
t radi t ional moulds , us ing these t echn iques the per i t em cost of p roduc ing one of 
someth ing is t h e same as t he pe r i t em cost of p roduc ing 10,000, radically lowering 
bar r i e r s to en t ry for s ta r t -ups t h a t manufac tu re in small quant i t ies and making 
cus tomised p roduc t s m u c h m o r e cost-effective to p roduce . And whi le at high 
volumes, these tools are no t as cheap as t rad i t iona l mass p roduc t ion t echn iques , 
like inject ion moulding, they are becoming be t t e r and cheaper over t ime . 

Indeed, fuelled by t h e expi ra t ion of pa t en t s on key t echn iques and lower 
pr ices for raw mater ia ls , t he cost of 3D pr in t ing c o n s u m e r p roduc t s is falling signifi­
cantly, and will resul t i n a 5 0 p e r c e n t d r o p i n t h e c o s t of the average3D-pr in tedob jec t 
be tween 2013 and 2018, according to Chr is t ian Har tung , CEO of VOJD Studios, 
a Ber l in-based fashion jewel lery label t ha t ha rnesses 3D pr in t ing and has 
worked w i t h Prabal Gurung, Akris and A.F. Vandevors t for S p r i n g / S u m m e r 2016. 

Spor tswear giants have been amongs t t he first to leverage 3D p r in t ing 
to c rea te cus tomised c o n s u m e r p roduc t s at scale. Nike, for example, has b e e n 
expe r imen t ing wi th 3D-pr in t ed football boots , c u s t o m - m a d e to individual feet, 
while Adidas, Reebok and New Balance have all unvei led the i r own 3D-p r in t ed 
models . But r ecen t advances in finishing t echn iques m e a n 3D pr in t ing can 
now be used to c rea te objects w i th the kind of smooth , pol ished surfaces m o r e 
sui table t o luxury fashion goods. 

To b e c o m e a pract ical m e a n s of manufac tu r ing individualised, s tore-
ready luxury products , however, t h e next genera t ion of 3D p r in t e r s m u s t be 
able to be t t e r mix mater ia l s and finishes (currently, these types of mach ines are 
very ra re and expensive) . "At t h e m o m e n t , th is is happen ing , b u t at t he research 
level," says A m a n d a Parkes, chief of technology and research at hybr id fashion 
incuba tor Manufac tu re New York. 
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V I R T U A L R E A L I T Y M A R K E T I N G 

Virtual Reali ty has long been the p reserve of science fiction. Now, VR — a mul t i ­
media exper ience t h a t immerse s use r s in v i r tua l e n v i r o n m e n t s — is finally 
coming to the c o n s u m e r marke t . To be clear, VR is still far from mass adopt ion. 
Last year, Samsung, H T C and Google l aunched the i r first c o n s u m e r vir tual 
real i ty exper iences . But m a r k e t r e sea rch firm CSS Ins ight e s t ima tes t ha t only 
2.5 mil l ion VR headse t s and a u g m e n t e d real i ty glasses were sold by the end of 
2015. 

Yet M a r k Zuckerberg — founder of Facebook, which acquired vir tual real i ty 
s t a r tup Oculus Rift in March 2014 for $2 bil l ion — aims to sell 50 to 100 mill ion 
of the company ' s h e a d - m o u n t e d vir tual real i ty displays in t he next decade. Some 
believe this could radically t r ans fo rm t h e way people c o n s u m e con ten t , giving 
b i r th to n e w vir tual real i ty marke t ing exper iences . 

Even today, 13.3 pe rcen t of c o n s u m e r s make a t r ansac t ion or sign u p to 
communica t i ons from a b r a n d while viewing VR conten t , c o m p a r e d to 5 p e r c e n t 
for non-VR exper iences , according to Abi Mande lbaum, chief executive officer of 
vir tual real i ty t ou r p la t form YouVisit. Meanwhi le , Ma t t eo Caraccia, manag ing 
d i rec tor of Big Sky Studios, which is p roduc ing a VR marke t ing campaign for UK 
d e p a r t m e n t s tore Selfridges, sees an oppor tun i ty in w h a t he dubs "v-commerce ," 
allowing c o n s u m e r s to shop from h o m e , us ing a VR headse t t o "actually see the 
i t em they ' re buying; you can walk a r o u n d t h e i tem, lift it up." 

For fashion b rands , which depend on selling no t only p roduc t s b u t also 
a d ream, VR holds par t i cu la r p romise and a n u m b e r of compan ies have been 
expe r imen t ing wi th t h e technology. The N o r t h Face and 7 For All M a n k i n d have 
b o t h c rea ted VR-enabled films, while Dior and T o m m y Hilfiger have installed 
headse t s in s tores , which t r a n s p o r t headse t -wear ing shoppers in p re - recorded 
catwalk shows. " In s tores , you have to b r ing t h e cus tomer newness and no t jus t 
show clothes on t h e rack and wai t un t i l they buy," says Daniel Grieder, chief 
executive officer of T o m m y Hilfiger. "This is someth ing cus tomers will ta lk 
about." 

But for t h e m o m e n t , m o s t of t he se ini t iat ives t r ade heavily on t h e sheer 
novelty of the technology to genera te posit ive PR, r a the r t h a n t h e power of t he 
con ten t . "Reality h i t s w h e n people get bored of t he p la t form itself and the qual i ty 
of t he c o n t e n t becomes t h e compel l ing thing," says A d a m Powers , chief experi­
ence officer at advert is ing agency BBH. "There 's an awful lot of crap ou t the re . " 

"Buzzy new technologies 
can appear to take off 
quickly. But for close 
observers who look beyond 
the buzz, their potential 
impact on consumer markets 
can often be grasped 
many years before, 
presenting companies that 
anticipate change with 
a tremendous advantages 
over competitors/' 
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