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Abstract

:

To sustain their growth worldwide, luxury brands are increasingly adopting the codes of fast fashion. They continually introduce new designs that move quickly from the catwalk to stores to stay on-trend, resulting in short and constantly renewed collections. But does this fashionization impede luxury brands’ Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) image? This article investigates this question building on the ephemerality–scarcity dual-route model. Findings from a first experiment involving a fictitious luxury brand show that fashionization increases both perceptions of ephemerality (negative route) and scarcity (positive route), with opposing resulting effects on the brand’s CSR image. Extending these results to a real-life luxury setting, findings from a second experiment show that the influence of fashionization on the brand’s CSR image is only mediated by the positive scarcity route. This study provides a number of noteworthy theoretical insights and relevant managerial implications for luxury managers involved in CSR communication.
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1. Introduction


Ontologically, luxury is not the very opposite of sustainability. “When you buy a luxury product, you think it will last [but] there is a kind of modification of luxury today, as fashion is now seizing the territory of luxury” [1]. Fashionization in the luxury sector takes many forms. Luxury brands take more direct inspiration from streetwear designers and influencers, such as Virgil Abloh, who was recently appointed Louis Vuitton’s new artistic director of menswear. They introduce an increasing number of pre-fall, cruise, and resort collections in addition to the traditional two-season calendar (Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter). They launch several limited editions (e.g., Chanel’s Métiers d’Art collection and runway bags) and implement the see now/buy now concept (invented by Burberry) that makes products available right after the show. This fashionization, where luxury brands are positioning product lines closer to fast-fashion industry codes and managing them accordingly, allows a rapid response to emerging trends and fashion consumer demands. It also fuels a seemingly mass exclusivity through a continual and rapid turnover. In the end, creating permanent visibility in the media, and especially in the social media, fashionization aims at increasing volumes and profit [2].



This new fashionization trend in the luxury sector could compromise luxury brands’ corporate social responsibility (CSR) image because fashion, and especially fast-fashion, appear unsustainable by nature [3]. Fueling a permanent desire for renewal, fashion consists in offering products that are popular and accepted by a particular social group for a period of time but remain subject to rapid and frequent changes [4]. Furthermore, thriving on fast cycles, fast fashion encourages indulgent consumption and rapid disposition [5]. As such, fashion suggests systematic and planned obsolescence. In addition, significant environmental problems have been experienced by the fashion industry including the intense use of chemical products, transport-related energy consumption and emissions linked to the relocation of production sites in Asia, and tremendous difficulties in greening the supply chain [6]. Common wisdom would therefore consider that the fashionization of luxury brands could make them appear as ephemeral, hence less associated with CSR principles. In the meantime, consumers do not spontaneously apply the idea of sustainability when it comes to fashion [2]. In addition, the fashionization of luxury brands also relies on craftsmanship, as well as original and unique creations [7], which may also make them appear as virtually scarcer, hence more associated with CSR principles [8]. But could this alternative mediating route, via perceived scarcity, compensate for the expected negative mediating route, via perceived ephemerality, to explain the influence of fashionization on CSR image? To answer this open question, the objective of this research was to investigate whether fashionization impedes luxury brands’ CSR image, hence confirming common wisdom, or not.



The impact of fashionization on luxury brands’ CSR image is a question of critical importance as luxury brands have made big investments in CSR programs in the last decade (e.g., in 2016, LVMH launched its LIFE 2020 program to strengthen its “commitment to making protection of the environment a key growth driver”; in 2017, Kering launched its 2025 strategy to craft more sustainable luxury and followed this up in 2018 with the publication of environmental and social standards for manufacturing processes and raw materials; sources: https://www.lvmh.com/group/lvmh-commitments/, http://www.kering.com/en/sustainability). This greater emphasis on sustainability has been driven by new forces such as increasing customer demand for sustainable business practices, new regulations and support from public policy makers in the context of a new international momentum, the recognition of sustainability as a financial lever, and pressure associated with the future availability and price of raw materials [9,10]. This question is all the more important since fashionization has made luxury brands more visible in the media and more attractive targets for sustainable development activists and watchdog groups [11,12].



To answer this question, we drew on the emergent body of research on the compatibility between luxury and CSR [8,13,14], and conducted two experiments. Considering a fictitious luxury brand, and in line with the seminal research we drew on from [8], a first experiment (N = 94) shows that both perceived ephemerality and scarcity mediate the influence of fashionization on CSR image. Extending these results to a real luxury brand, a second experiment (N = 98) shows that only perceived scarcity mediates the influence of fashionization on CSR image. These findings make two main contributions. First, and running counter to common wisdom, they show that fashionization is compatible with luxury brands’ CSR. Second, they support the ephemerality–scarcity dual-route model as a relevant conceptual framework to study the compatibility between luxury and CSR. From these contributions, we derived concrete practical recommendations for CSR communication that is appropriate to the fashionization currently at work in the luxury sector.




2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses


2.1. Luxury and CSR Image


CSR refers to organizations’ strategies and campaigns aimed at respecting ethical values, people, community, and the environment [15]. Focused on excellence [16], luxury houses have been working for a while to improve the sustainability of their business practices but remained relatively silent about this till recently [12,17]. With the rise of the luxury industry’s CSR agenda, recent research has shown an increasing interest in the question of the compatibility between luxury and CSR [8,13,14,18,19], but has not yet reached any clear consensus.



On the one hand, luxury houses are logically inclined to avoid possible societal and environmental harms related to their activity [11]. They naturally reduce the use of natural resources of limited availability and restrict the number of luxury items available, as maintaining scarcity helps create desirability [20]. By generating higher margins, they can easily finance environmental and social initiatives, making luxury intrinsically sustainable [21]. Going further, a nascent body of research shows that luxury brands can build effective CSR associations through brand, product, and message-related features [8,17,22,23]. For example, inconspicuous responsible luxury brands have more favorable CSR associations than conspicuous brands, especially among consumers displaying low to modest self-identity [22]. The compatibility between luxury and CSR is also perceived as higher among consumers who define luxury as extreme quality (vs. expensive or rare) [17]. In addition, when luxury products are long-lasting (e.g., jewelry vs. clothing), scarcity (i.e., a combination of rare raw materials, a small number of pieces, a high price, and exclusive distribution) is perceived as more socially responsible than wider availability [8]. Finally, an environmental claim that emphasizes enhancement of a “green” personal social status has been found to trigger better product evaluations in a luxury context [23].



On the other hand, consumers buying luxury items are not particularly or intentionally attentive to sustainability and tend to focus instead on brand, quality, prestige, product attributes, self-image, and price [17,24,25]. Some may even respond negatively to the use of recycled materials in luxury goods [13], highlighting a contradiction between luxury, seen as superficial and designed to exclude people, and sustainability [17,18]. CSR communication that refers to a concept of self-transcendence (i.e., protecting the welfare of all) could even conflict with the self-enhancement concept (i.e., dominance over people and resources) inherent to most luxury brands, resulting in lower appeal [14].



The above discussion shows that a critical issue when studying the compatibility between luxury and CSR is identifying the psychological processes that drive brand CSR image. This latter consists of consumers’ perceptions about the brand’s commitment to CSR principles [26,27]. As any type of brand association, CSR brand image results from consumers’ indirect exposure to CSR-relevant information, controlled or not by the company owning the brand (e.g., advertising, word-of-mouth, product crisis), but also from consumers’ direct experience with products [28]. In this research, we specifically focused on the influence of the fashionization of luxury, as it can be inferred from the brand’s products that are displayed on its website, on the brand’s CSR image. Ultimately, our ambition was to investigate whether, as common wisdom, the fashionization of luxury impedes the development of a positive CSR image for luxury brands. To do so, we drew on the potential influence of fashionization on perceptions of ephemerality and scarcity that have already appeared as relevant boundary conditions to explain luxury brands’ CSR image [8,18].




2.2. Fashionization of Luxury and the Ephemerality Route


Referring to the Wabi-Sabi Japanese world view, ephemerality can be defined as a transient, evanescent, impermanent, incomplete, and imperfect state [29]. Consequently, perceived ephemerality refers to the perception of the enduring or more transitory character of products [8].



Products can be perceived as more or less ephemeral depending on their product category (e.g., enduring jewelry vs. transitory clothing) [8]. Furthermore, various marketing tactics can also enhance the perception of ephemerality, such as pop-up stores, short-lived promotional events, or fashionization. As it relies on new styles and designs that move quickly from the catwalk to stores to stay on-trend and are constantly revisited, fashionization conveys the perception that products are only transitory. Contrary to more classical luxury that is inherently perceived as timeless, fashion-based luxury will inherently go out of fashion since frequent change and newness are the very essence of fashion [19,30]. As such, fashionization of luxury brands should increase their perceived ephemerality.



In turn, ephemerality carries negative connotations in luxury consumption, as it suggests excess and waste, with consumers constantly demanding new products designed for short-term consumption [31]. Due to the implication of planned obsolescence [32], ephemeral fashion collections have fueled increasing criticism in recent years for their environmental and social costs, leading to the emergence of the “slow fashion” movement promoting sustainable fashion solutions [33]. In particular, the slow fashion movement wants to slacken the pace of new collections and return to the traditional two collections per year [34]; the implicit accusation that the rapid turnover makes ephemeral fashion collections non-sustainable is clear. Consequently, brands whose products are perceived as ephemeral should be associated with a poor CSR image. As an alternative rationale, ephemeral fashion collections also suggest “glitz and glamour” and are more closely associated with immediate and hedonic consumption [29] (p.53) that nurtures self-enhancement, which has been suggested to conflict with CSR principles [14]. In the end, we expected to find that the fashionization of a luxury brand erodes brand CSR image, due to ephemerality perceptions.



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Fashionization triggers perceived ephemerality, which damages brand CSR image.






2.3. Fashionization of Luxury and the Scarcity Route


As a ubiquitous phenomenon in consumers’ life in general [35], scarcity is particularly relevant in the luxury domain. With its use of scarce and precious raw materials and human expertise that naturally limit production capacity, “luxury implies scarcity” [36] (p.316). To preserve their appeal while expanding into a broader market hence reducing objective scarcity, luxury brands have used virtual rarity tactics to contribute to perceived scarcity, namely the perception of the rare character and limited availability of products [37]. Techno-rarity tactics involve continuous innovation and improvement of luxury products. Information-based rarity tactics entail selective or even exclusive distribution, advertising in the glossy media, or preferring public relations approaches over advertising [38]. Last, but not least, limited-edition rarity tactics involve production of special, temporary series that voluntarily limit the availability of luxury goods [37] (p.13).



The fashionization of luxury fuels perceived scarcity in different ways. As it is based on constant style and design innovation, it primarily concerns luxury goods that are always new and original, which suggests a form of techno-rarity. To a certain extent, consumers who do not buy those items right away will not be able to get them later [2]. As such, products are often only bought and worn by a small group of very self-confident consumers, whereas traditional products suggest a homogeneous “classic” style which can be adopted by most consumers. This also enhances perceived scarcity. In addition, fashionization often involves collaborations with the artistic world, through limited editions with famous avant-garde artists and multiple small-capsule collections [39], which lie on both information-based and limited-edition rarity tactics. Consequently, the fashionization of the luxury brand should increase its perceived scarcity.



Perceived scarcity should in turn have a positive influence on CSR image as sustainability is essentially rooted in scarcity. On the production side, scarce products consume fewer natural resources of limited availability and are therefore better aligned with the aim of renewal of natural resources [8,40]. Scarce products also induce fewer supply chain activities and are therefore intrinsically more sustainable than masstige products, which are produced in larger volumes [20]. On the demand side, since scarcity restricts availability, scarce products convey the idea of frugality [8] and a more responsible consumption of luxury that prioritizes product quality and originality over quantity. In the end, perceived scarcity may provide an alternative route to building a positive CSR image. Therefore, we expected to find that the fashionization of a luxury brand enhances brand CSR image, due to scarcity perceptions.



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Fashionization triggers perceived scarcity, which enhances brand CSR image.





The conceptual model, derived from the above discussion, is depicted in Figure 1.





3. Materials and Methods


Two experiments were conducted to test the hypotheses. They both took the form of an online survey of consumers’ perceptions of a luxury personal goods brand, based in France. Aimed at testing the hypotheses in a controlled setting, Study 1 used a fictitious luxury brand, Clodine. As such, Study 1 used the same experimental setting as the research we mainly drew on from a theoretical point of view [8] and allowed a replication test, while controlling for the influence of the experimental setting. Study 2 referred to the real luxury brand Louis Vuitton and aimed at enhancing the external validity of the findings derived from Study 1. The stimuli for both studies consisted of pictures of one (Study 1) or more (Study 2) handbags on a specific page of the brand website. The reason for choosing handbags was market-driven: the market for personal luxury goods is seen as the “core of the core” by experts, and handbags form the largest accessory segment, accounting for $44 billion of retail sales [41].



To ensure that our respondents matched the target customers for such luxury goods, we only surveyed consumers with a monthly household income of more than €4,500. As it is very costly (both in time and money) to collect data among such affluent consumers, and as women are the buyers in four out of every five luxury purchases [42], and probably more in the handbag category, we only surveyed females to control for any confounding effect of gender. Although this focus potentially reduced external validity, it was in line with previous research in the literature on luxury goods [8,43,44]. Of note, informed consent was obtained from all individual participants involved in our two experiments. All analyses were conducted using SPSS IBM Statistics 23.



3.1. Study 1


Study 1, which consisted of a between-subjects experiment, involved a fictitious luxury brand making handbags (Clodine). It manipulated fashionization (high vs. low fashion) using a unique real luxury bag that actually exists on the market in two different appearances, either with blue flowers (high fashion) or uniformly black (low fashion). Beyond this difference, the two bags did not differ in terms of their form, size, material, or brand prominence. To ensure that the two bags were perceived as luxury goods despite their fictitious brand, their sale price was shown as €2920. Of note, luxury brands do not price fashion and more classical products lines differently, all things considered (e.g., form, size, material). Figure 2 displays the two experimental treatments.



A pre-test conducted among 68 female consumers (mean age of 41) confirmed that the more frequent ideas that came to mind when exposed to the high-fashion stimulus were “flowers” and “original” vs. “classic” and “elegant” when exposed to the low-fashion stimulus. It also confirmed that the two experimental treatments did not differ in terms of perceived luxury as measured using the items “elitist” and “very expensive”: Mhigh-fashion = 3.58 vs. Mlow-fashion = 4.12 out of 5, p > 0.05. The two experimental treatments also did not differ in terms of consumption conspicuousness as measured using three ad hoc items (i.e., “Clodine’s products signal status/are a sign of distinction/symbolize their owner’s success”): Mhigh-fashion = 2.84 vs. Mlow-fashion = 3.12 out of 5, p > 0.05). Finally, they did not differ in terms of brand conspicuousness as measured using [45] (Mhigh-fashion = 1.76 vs. Mlow-fashion = 1.90 out of 5, p > 0.05). However, and as expected, the two experimental treatments significantly differed in terms of perceived fashionization, as measured using the items “avant-gardist” and “classic” (Mhigh-fashion = 3.52 vs. Mlow-fashion = 1.59 out of 5, p < 0.05).



Next, 92 French women (mean age of 46) were recruited from the online panel of a professional market research institute (Creatests, Lille, France). They were randomly assigned to the two experimental treatments (high vs. low fashion). Respondents were asked to look at the screenshot of the fictitious luxury bag manufacturer Clodine’s website, presenting one of its bags.



To investigate the influence of fashionization on the brand’s CSR image, we invited respondents to answer items borrowed from [8]. Specifically, respondents were asked to answer questions regarding the brand’s perceived ephemerality (e.g., “This brand’s products can be worn for years”), perceived scarcity (i.e., “This brand’s products are unique and original”), and CSR image (e.g., “This brand’s products seem to follow ethical principles”). Although the focus of this research was on the compatibility between luxury and CSR as measured by CSR image, we also measured purchase intention, using a single item [46], to check whether the dual-route model captures effects beyond CSR image. Of note, a strong CSR image has been robustly found to influence purchase intention [47,48,49].



Respondents’ age, monthly household income, involvement in luxury consumption, environmental consciousness, skepticism toward marketing, and familiarity with the Clodine brand were also measured. Respondents were asked to report their monthly household income on a four-item scale (i.e., €4500–€6000, €6000–€7500, €7500–€9000, over €9000). Of the sample, 49% declared a monthly income of less than €7500, and 51% declared more. Involvement in luxury consumption was measured using three items [50]. Environmental consciousness was measured using three items [51]. Skepticism toward marketing was measured using three items [52]. All items were assessed using Likert scales ranging from 1 (= totally agree) to 7 (= totally disagree), as displayed in Table 1.



No significant differences were observed between the participants randomly assigned to either condition in terms of age (F(1,90) = 0.001, p > 0.05), monthly household income (χ2(3) = 1.647, p > 0.05), involvement in luxury consumption (F(1,90) = 2.557, p > 0.05), environmental consciousness (F(1,90) = 1.056, p > 0.05), skepticism toward marketing (F(1,90) = 3.619, p > 0.05), and familiarity with the Clodine brand (F(1,90) = 1.075, p > 0.05).




3.2. Study 2


Aimed at replicating Study 1 with a more real luxury setting, Study 2 consisted of a second between-subjects experiment involving a real full page of products from the Louis Vuitton website. It manipulated fashionization (high vs. low fashion) using pairs of real luxury bags that only differed in terms of their appearance, either decorated (high fashion) or uniform (low fashion). Beyond this difference, the pairs of bags did not differ in terms of their form, size, material, or brand prominence. Products were priced between €2150 and €4000 but were strictly controlled over the two stimuli. Figure 3 displays the two experimental treatments.



A pre-test similar to the one conducted for Study 1 involved 98 female consumers (mean age of 41). It confirmed that the more frequent ideas that came to mind when exposed to the high-fashion stimulus were “colorful” and “original” vs. “classic” and “elegant” when exposed to the low-fashion stimulus. It also confirmed that the two experimental treatments did not differ in terms of perceived luxury (Mhigh-fashion = 3.83 vs. Mlow-fashion = 4.18 out of 5, p > 0.05), consumption conspicuousness (Mhigh-fashion = 2.89 vs. Mlow-fashion = 3.10 out of 5, p > 0.05), and brand conspicuousness (Mhigh-fashion = 3.25 vs. Mlow-fashion = 3.05 out of 5, p > 0.05). However, and as expected, the two experimental treatments significantly differed in terms of perceived fashionization: Mhigh-fashion = 3.04 vs. Mlow-fashion = 1.64 out of 5, p < 0.05.



Next, 94 French women (mean age of 47) were recruited from the online panel of the same professional market research institute as for Study 1. They were randomly assigned between the two experimental treatments (high vs. low fashion). They answered the same questions as the respondents in Study 1, plus a specific question about their consumption of Louis Vuitton products. Of the sample, 45% declared a monthly household income ranging between €4500 and €7500, and 55% declared more.



No significant differences were observed between the participants randomly assigned to either condition in terms of age (F(1,92) = 0.623, p > 0.05), monthly household income (χ2(3) = 0.932, p > 0.05), involvement in luxury consumption (F(1,92) = 0.051, p > 0.05), environmental consciousness (F(1,92) = 0.009, p > 0.05), skepticism toward marketing (F(1,92) = 0.002, p < 0.05), familiarity with the Louis Vuitton brand (F(1,92) = 0.003, p > 0.05), and consumption of Louis Vuitton products (χ2(1) = 0.406, p > 0.05). Of note, 54% of the respondents declared that they had purchased a Louis Vuitton product, or received one as a gift, within the last two years.




3.3. Preliminary Analyses


All scales proved to be reliable and valid, as shown by Table 1 (results of the confirmatory analysis using the partial least squares structural equation modeling approach on XLSTAT2019).



Of note, the initial three-item scale used to measure perceived scarcity displayed a poor reliability index, which may be explained by the experimental design used in this study. First, our manipulation used an online website offering products that were immediately and easily available, which disqualifies the limited-supply item of the scale. Second, we controlled for the products’ materials, which limits the relevance of its “rare and precious materials” item. Consequently, scarcity was ultimately measured by a single item focusing on the uniqueness and originality of the brand.



Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics for the variables used in Studies 1 and 2.





4. Results


We tested the hypotheses using a bootstrapping regression for indirect effects [53,54], with 5000 resamples. Fashionization was introduced as a dummy variable (0 = low fashion, 1 = high fashion). We first ran Model 4 [54] script to test the effect of the ephemerality and scarcity routes on CSR image, then Model 6 in order to include the effects on purchase intention. The analyses controlled for respondents’ age, monthly household income, involvement in luxury consumption, environmental consciousness, skepticism toward marketing, and consumption of Louis Vuitton products (for Study 2 only).



4.1. Test of the Conceptual Model for a Fictitious Brand (Study 1)


The first two columns of Table 3 display the results of Study 1.



The results, as shown in the first two columns of Table 3 (Model 4), show that fashionization has a significant effect on perceived ephemerality (β = 1.29, p < 0.05) and scarcity (β = 1.40, p < 0.05). More precisely, fashionization triggers higher perceived ephemerality (Mlow-fashion = 2.91 vs. Mhigh-fashion = 4.29) and scarcity (Mlow-fashion = 4.06 vs. Mhigh-fashion = 5.27). In turn, perceived ephemerality harms CSR image (β = −0.18, p < 0.05), whereas perceived scarcity enhances it (β = 0.16, p < 0.05). Finally, as the confidence interval (CI) shown in Table 3 excludes 0, we conclude that perceived ephemerality and scarcity mediate the relationship between fashionization and CSR image. Using Model 6 [54], we also found that the dual mediating effect extends to purchase intention. On the one hand, fashionization triggers higher perceived ephemerality, which first impairs CSR image, then reduces purchase intention (total effect = −0.16, IC = [−0.41; −0.05]). On the other hand, fashionization triggers higher perceived scarcity, which first enhances CSR image, then increases purchase intention (total effect = 0.16, IC = [0.05; 0.40]).



Altogether, these results provide empirical support for the ephemerality–scarcity dual-route model (H1 and H2) and expand previous work on luxury–CSR compatibility, which is discussed in depth in the Theoretical Contributions section.




4.2. Test of the Conceptual Model for a Real Brand (Study 2)


We replicated the analyses run in Study 1 for the Louis Vuitton brand. As shown in the last two columns of Table 3 (Model 4), fashionization has a significant effect on perceived ephemerality (β = 0.57, p < 0.05) and scarcity (β = 0.48, p < 0.05). More precisely, fashionization triggers higher perceived ephemerality (Mlow-fashion = 1.96 vs. Mhigh-fashion = 2.45) and scarcity (Mlow-fashion = 5.43 vs. Mhigh-fashion = 6.07). However, contrary to Study 1, only perceived scarcity (β = 0.25, p < 0.01) has a mediating effect on CSR image, as the confidence interval shown in Table 3 excludes 0. The application of Model 6 [54] shows that, contrary to Study 1, the mediating effect of perceived scarcity does not extend to purchase intention (total effect = 0.01, IC = [−0.03; 0.14]), suggesting that in a real-life setting, CSR image has little influence on purchase intention.





5. Discussion


This research explored whether fashionization impedes luxury brands’ CSR image. Findings from two experiments showed that, in the case of a fictitious luxury brand, perceived ephemerality and scarcity mediate the effect of fashionization on brand CSR image with opposite effects that extend to purchase intention. In the case of a real luxury brand, however, only the scarcity route appears significant and CSR image no longer transfers to purchase intention. As a result, fashionization does not impede luxury brands’ CSR image.



These research findings are particularly relevant because the experiments involved affluent respondents (i.e., all respondents had a monthly household income of over €4500, of whom half declared over €7500). Additionally, half of them were actual consumers of the Louis Vuitton brand, confirming that our respondents actually matched the target customers for such luxury goods. They thus provided valuable theoretical contributions and practical managerial implications for luxury brands’ CSR communication.



5.1. Theoretical Contributions


This research makes a general contribution to the nascent body of literature on perceptions of compatibility between luxury and CSR [8,11,17,18,22,23] by examining a new and very timely driver, namely fashionization. Its finding that fashionization does not impede CSR image also provides a number of specific contributions.



First, this research corroborates pioneering work on the compatibility between luxury and CSR [8] by replicating their major finding on the influence of ephemerality and scarcity. Considering a fictitious luxury brand’s CSR image, as they also did, we showed that ephemerality erodes the brand’s CSR image while scarcity enhances it, which answers the call to further explore the influence of scarcity cues on subsequent decision-making [35]. Going further, this research shows that ephemerality and scarcity are still significant ways to build CSR image when considered as perceptual psychological mechanisms instead of given objective data, respectively, depending on the product category or the price of the product. As such, we contend that perceived ephemerality and scarcity are two alternative routes to explaining brand CSR image and propose the ephemerality–scarcity dual-route model as a relevant theoretical framework to further explore the compatibility between luxury and CSR.



Second, this research also enriches pioneering work [8] by testing the ephemerality–scarcity dual-route model on both fictitious and real luxury brands. For both types of brands, fashionization increases perceptions of ephemerality. However, perceived ephemerality only damages CSR image when the brand is fictitious. In the case of a real luxury brand, namely Louis Vuitton in Study 2, only the scarcity route appears relevant to build CSR image. As such, our research questions the use of fictitious brands when studying the effects of CSR initiatives and communication. In an experimental setting, using a fictitious (hence unfamiliar) brand allows controlling for the effects of respondents’ pre-existing brand knowledge, especially regarding CSR, as they have not been previously exposed to any CSR communications or good or bad “buzz”. However, using fictitious instead of real brands can undermine the reliability of experimental findings. For fictitious brands, as consumers must form their attitude from scratch, any little piece of new information is more extensively processed and has more influence on the resulting attitude. In contrast, due to prior direct or indirect experience [55], consumers hold pre-existing beliefs and attitudes that are more stable, certain, and consistent [56,57], hence more resistant to persuasion for familiar brands than unfamiliar brands [58,59]. This limits the influence of any new information in the cognitive structure related to familiar brands, which should be particularly true when focusing on luxury brands, which are usually expected to excel in every domain, including CSR initiatives. From an academic point of view, underlining the role of brand manipulation as a boundary condition for relevance in the mechanisms that build brands’ image alerts researchers in the field of luxury goods to the need for systematic replication, with real luxury brands, of relevant experimental findings based on fictitious luxury brands.



Third, our finding that fashionization enhances perceived scarcity is also insightful. The generally accepted idea that fashion can be in opposition to modesty and discreetness does not mean that a greater focus on fashion entails a massive production, distribution, and consumption in the luxury domain. On the contrary, like more classical brands, brands that embrace fashionization entail high prices, rare raw materials, excellent craftsmanship, and exceptional savoir-faire. Furthermore, they also set the season’s fashion trends through their idolized designers and the introduction of limited but more original and iconic designs and styles that address the niche of avant-gardist consumers. As such, the observation that “luxury implies scarcity” [36] (p. 316) may appear even truer for fashion luxury brands. This finding can be interpreted through the lens of the “virtual scarcity” concept [39], by considering fashionization as a specific information-based rarity tactic that creates the illusion of scarcity [37] in addition to other price-, distribution-, and advertising-related tactics. Put differently, beyond scarcity appeals that are driven by “excess demand” or “limited supply” [60], we show that scarcity appeals can also be based on “original supply”.



Moreover, our finding that fashionization does not impede CSR image runs counter to common wisdom, which tends to assume the opposite, that is, that fashion luxury brands would be less legitimate for communication on CSR. Since our experiments show that the ephemerality route’s effect is non-significant in the case of a real brand, the increasing adoption of fast-fashion codes [1,42] does not threaten luxury brands’ CSR efforts. This important result is in line with previous research suggesting that luxury brands can become leaders in sustainability as long as they embody artisanal quality [2]. Going further, our finding that fashion luxury brands enhance CSR image while conspicuous ones have less favorable CSR perceptions [10,18] calls for further research on the theoretical distinction between fashion and conspicuousness in the luxury domain.




5.2. Managerial Implications


Luxury brands have recently taken effective steps to create and reinforce their CSR programs. Their future would depend on their ability to address important social and environmental issues [2]. In its latest report on fashion sustainability, the Boston Consulting Group notes that premium luxury brands scored far higher than mass fashion brands on sustainability performance [61]. The findings from the research presented in this article show that these sustainability efforts by luxury brands are worth the investment, even for brands that have embraced fashionization.



More specifically, contrary to common wisdom, the results provide reassurance for managers of famous, well-established fashion brands that embracing fashionization does not contradict their investment in CSR programs because it enhances the brand’s perceived scarcity and translates into positive CSR brand image. Consequently, while it has been stated that “manufacturers or sellers of scarce, ephemeral luxury products will find it difficult to position their offerings as responsible” [8] (p. 51), we conclude that luxury houses selling ephemeral products such as leather accessories can use fashionization to develop an illusion of scarcity and suggest that their brands are sustainable. This echoes an interesting recommendation [18] according to which luxury brands should convince the public about their CSR by disassociating luxury from the idea of wasting natural resources and rather suggesting the scarcity that characterizes their products, without explicitly insisting on it to avoid potential critics. Several tactics can subtly nourish perceptions of scarcity, such as the rarity of the materials used, limited-edition capsule collections, and even the elevation of the luxury brand design to the status of an art (e.g., exhibitions about the brand in prestigious museums and cities, “starification” of the brand’s designers). Like their ever-growing more famous competitors, less well-known luxury fashion brands should also capitalize on perceptions of scarcity but avoid triggering perceptions of ephemerality.



Regarding the absence of any significant relationship between brand CSR image and purchase intention in the case of real brands, it can result from ceiling effects, that is, our respondents already had a high purchase intention for the Louis Vuitton brand, making the net effect of brand CSR image non-significant. Consumers who buy luxury goods are more attentive to attributes such as quality and prestige than sustainability [24]. Still, this should not discourage managers from investing in CSR programs as the effect of CSR performance on purchase intention is asymmetric [62], where a poor CSR performance damages attitudes and purchase intention far more than a good performance enhances them. Consequently, luxury brands have no option but to continue their CSR initiatives. Not only does investment in CSR provide some protection from potential negative effects when irresponsible behavior is suspected, it also allows brands to meet consumer expectations, avoid activist attacks and “bad buzz”, and stand up to competition from new and smaller brands that are positioning themselves as ethical and socially responsible.




5.3. Limitations and Further Research


Although this research has important theoretical and practical implications, some limitations must be acknowledged that suggest avenues for future research. First, scarcity was measured by a single item consisting of the brand’s uniqueness and originality, but scarcity involves other attributes, including natural scarcity and techno-scarcity [37]. More research is needed to test our conceptual framework with different types of scarcity. Second, the experiments were conducted on a sample of women only, who were exposed to brands in a specific product category, namely handbags. Although this procedure increased the experiments’ internal validity, further studies should replicate the presented framework on other product categories that are purchased by both men and women. Follow-up research could also consider replicating our findings using other luxury brands than the Louis Vuitton brand. As luxury brands arguably vary in terms of their adoption of fashionization and in terms of brand familiarity, it would be useful to try to replicate our findings under new boundary conditions. Furthermore, this research, with its conceptual grounding drawn from previous literature questioning the compatibility between luxury and CSR, focused mainly on fashionization to keep up with the latest managerial changes in the luxury industry [38]. To do so, it considered real products and manipulated their appearance, either uniform or stylish, but controlled for the handbag model (form, size, and material) and brand prominence. Future research could explore the influence of other potential manipulations of fashionization on CSR image, including the products’ objective attributes (e.g., form, size, material) or more artificial manipulations such as advertising using fashion codes (e.g., fashionista models, street settings) or the association with a fashion designer, a fashion influencer on social media, or a trendy celebrity. Going further, future research should more systematically evaluate the impact of the strategies used by luxury brands on a daily basis on their CSR image, as CSR has to be more than skin deep to meet new luxury consumers’ expectations.
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Figure 1. Model of the effect of fashionization on brand CSR image. 
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Figure 2. Study 1’s experimental treatments: (a) high fashion and (b) low fashion. 
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Figure 3. Study 2’s experimental stimuli: (a) high fashion and (b) low fashion. 
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Table 1. Study 1’s concept measurement, composite reliability, and convergent validity.
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Study 1

(Fictitious Brand)

	
Study 2

(Real Brand)




	
Latent Variable

	
Items

	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
D.G. rho (PCA)

	
AVE

	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
D.G. rho (PCA)

	
AVE






	
Perceived ephemerality

	
This brand’s products

	-

	
can be worn for years




	-

	
are timeless and pass the times




	-

	
can be worn under any circumstances




	-

	
are going out of fashion quickly







	
0.850

	
0.899

	
0.691

	
0.826

	
0.885

	
0.658




	
Perceived scarcity

	
This brand’s products are unique and original

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a




	
CSR image

	
This brand’s products seem to

	-

	
follow ethical principles




	-

	
respect moral principles




	-

	
respect the environment







	
0.862

	
0.916

	
0.784

	
0.935

	
0.958

	
0.885




	
Purchase intention

	
If I had the money, I would buy products of this brand

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a

	
n/a




	
Env