
State of lux

The economic 
crisis was just the 
latest in a series 
of developments 
to alter the global 

consumer field. No one knows this 
better than Morgan Parker, who  
is leading US luxury shopping 
centre developer Taubman 
Centers into the Asian retail 
market. Formerly with Morgan 
Stanley, Parker has covered real 
estate and retail across Asia 
for more than 13 years, and 
is overseeing Taubman Asia’s 
expansion with a major stake in 
The Mall at Studio City in Macau 
and the Riverstone shopping 
centre in Songdo International 
Business District, Korea. 

Millionaireasia: How is global 
luxury retail these days? 
Morgan Parker: Global luxury 
brands have been better able to 
weather the storm than other 
segments of the retail industry 
because they have done a terrific 
job of democratising their product. 
Many people make the mistake of 
thinking that only the wealthy 
few are consuming luxury, but 
the extreme growth in their 
product range has created  
a breadth to their business.  
People who have been customers 
for the last 30 years are not the 
strongest areas of growth and 
have noticeably fallen away 
during the financial crisis.  
But brands have connected  
with enough new groups of 
wealth and geographies – like 
Russia, China, India and the 
Middle East, who have not been 
as affected by the financial crisis.

So luxury will endure  
through thick and thin?
Different demographics of 
people, including all ages and 
ethnicities, are participating in 
this luxury feeding frenzy. Even 
in markets that have been badly 
hit, luxury remains a way of life. 
The Japanese have continued to 
consume – but all their luxury 
consumption during this crisis 
has been in Korea, because of 
currency differences. There 
was period of time when the 
fluctuations in the won made 
luxury brands in Korea 30 per 
cent cheaper than anywhere  
else in the world. Meanwhile the 
Russians, Indians and Chinese 
have created new pockets of 
wealth associated with new 
businesses, they have very  
high savings rates, and they  
don’t have the same credit,  
loan and mortgage distress –  
so luxury has stayed in the  
middle of their dreams and 
consumption patterns. 

What about luxury  
in Hong Kong?
In Hong Kong, people have the 
money, but also already have 
luxury and consequently held back 
a bit during the crisis, so mainland 
tourists have become paramount. 
While China keeps its luxury tax 
that causes merchandise to be 25 
to 35 per cent more expensive than 
Hong Kong and Macau, mainland 
tourists will continue to come. 
Macau has been an incredible 
story; you can ask ten luxury 
brands and probably half of them 
will tell you their Macau store is 
the most profitable in the region. 

Are these mainland Chinese  
consumers changing the rules?
Luxury has benefitted from 
travel. People shop when they 
travel, because it’s a spontaneous, 
impulsive fantasy fulfillment, and 
Chinese travellers shop more than 
any other group of tourists in the 
history of retail. For the first time, 
we are seeing Chinese and Asian 
consumption reflected in luxury 
brand design, which is a significant 
change. People love these brands 
because they have made their 
products their own way – that’s  
the equity of the product – if you 
change the way you make things 
to satisfy the consumer of the 
day, what does that mean for your 
brand? I think that’s the space to 
watch. Brands have undergone 
conspicuous ‘logo-fication’ of  
their products – but is the tail 
wagging the dog? 

Will green issues bring  
about a paradigm shift?
The luxury goods industry has 
been slow on this front. We need 
a mind shift and unfortunately 
people who are buying luxury for 
the first time are thinking: ‘wow  
I can afford a 56-inch LCD screen’! 
It’s in the mature markets that we 
have the luxury (no pun attended) 
to be environmentally savvy. At 
some point it will become trendy 
and luxurious to be green, but we 
are not there because we have so 
many new customers to luxury 
every day, and those people are 
fixated on that symbol they have 
aspired to. But the retail industry 
needs to address it. Manufacturing 
is where it will start, I think.  
That’s the low hanging fruit. 
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