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Saks And The Slow Goodbye To Luxury’s Original

Theatre Of Dreams
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Saks Global filing for Chapter 11 this week is not just a balance-sheet story. It is a consumer-behaviour story wearing a
corporate suit. Because luxury department stores were never “just shops.” They were trust machines. They translated ... More
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Because luxury department stores were never “just shops.” They were trust machines.
They translated the chaos of fashion into a curated and coherent point of view. They

made newness feel safe and offered plenty of permission to buy.

And now one of the most recognisable names on Fifth Avenue is in bankruptcy
protection, leaning hard on financing and real-estate optionality while it tries to reassure

vendors, staff and customers that the show will go on.

That is the headline. The deeper question is simpler, and perhaps far more
uncomfortable:

If the luxury customer can buy the same brands elsewhere, and often with better service,

what is the department store for?

What luxury department stores used to do, psychologically

For most of the last century, the luxury department store performed multiple jobs at

once.




Luxury is high-stakes shopping. The price is high,
the social signalling is real, and the fear o ... More
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It made service part of the product.

It reduced consumer risk

Luxury is high-stakes shopping. The price
is high, the social signalling is real, and the
fear of regret sits in the basket. Department
stores reduced that anxiety by acting as a
curator. If Saks or Neiman or Bergdorf put
it on the floor, it was “approved”. That

approval carried emotional relief.
It created identity at speed.

A single brand boutique tells you who that
brand thinks you should be. A great
department store let you assemble who you
are, across brands, in one afternoon. That
is not a logistics advantage. It is an identity

advantage.

The fitting room, the alterations desk, the sales associate who remembers your taste, the

subtle choreography of being looked after: these were not “nice-to-haves”. They were the

mechanism by which luxury felt like luxury.
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When those three jobs are done well, the department store is not just a retailer, but a

confidence engine.
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The Saks situation is a particularly dramatic example of a broader shift.
Brands learned they no longer need the middleman.

Over the past decade, luxury houses have invested heavily in direct-to-consumer stores
and their own e-commerce. When the brand controls the environment, it controls the
experience, the data, the clienteling, the margins, and crucially, the storytelling. As more

brands go direct, the traditional department store model gets structurally weaker.
The multi-brand browse moved online.

Marketplaces and multi-brand e-commerce taught consumers to shop with breadth,
speed and comparison built in. In that world, the department store loses its historical

monopoly on discovery.
Luxury demand softened in the middle.

The true top end remains resilient, but the aspirational luxury consumer has been more
cautious as macro conditions bite and “value” re-enters the conversation. Industry
research has been clear that growth slowed in 2024 and is expected to be more modest

near-term.
And then there is the human truth: modern consumers are less patient.
They will tolerate an expensive product. They will not tolerate a joyless process.

Why consumers fall out of love: the service gap becomes the brand gap

This is exactly why Saks’ operational strain matters. Bankruptcy stories talk about debt and vendors, but the consumer sees it
differently: thin shelves, fewer staff, less certainty, less theatre. Reuters reporting describes missed vendor payments ... More
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On January 14th, 2025, I headed to Saks on Fifth Avenue for a Helmut Lang skirt, and T
watched the department store problem play out in miniature.

A simple purchase should have been quick. Instead, it became a slow drift of waiting,
scanning, hoping someone would notice. Nearly 40 minutes passed before help for a size
(that technology has already pricked my appetite for) arrived. When the sale finally
happened, it landed without warmth. No sense of being known. No sense of being
welcomed. The product was fine. The experience was so very flat.

For me, this is the moment that service breaks, when as a customer, I begin to ask a

dangerous question: “If I'm doing the work, why am I here?”

This is exactly why Saks’ operational strain matters. Bankruptcy stories talk about debt
and vendors, but the consumer sees it differently: thin shelves, fewer staff, less certainty,
less theatre. Reuters reporting describes missed vendor payments and inventory
disruption, which is not just a supply-chain problem. It is a trust problem, played out in
public.

Footfall data points the same way. Placer.ai figures cited by WWD show visits down at
Saks Fifth Avenue in 2025, reinforcing that demand is not merely migrating; it is being
re-earned elsewhere.

Who is winning in luxury now?
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A short ride from Saks, the brand has created its own piece of theatre, themed rooms, craftsmen personalising bags, a
champagne bar that turns browsing into an occasion. It is playful and slightly theatrical, and it does not need a depat ... More
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Luxury is being learned in hotels that behave like galleries, in restaurants that sell a Servicenowl
mood as carefully as a menu, in airports that feel like private members’ clubs. A weekend
in Marrakech or the French Riviera now competes with a Saturday in a department
store. The consumer has discovered that pleasure can be purchased without a till in

sight.

Brands have noticed. They are building experiences before they build stores: exhibitions,
residencies, collaborations with chefs and architects, temporary worlds that feel closer to
travel than to retail. The goal is not simply to sell an object but to occupy memory.

Against that backdrop, the box-fresh, Louis Vuitton “hotel” on Prince Street is
instructive. A short ride from Saks, the brand has created its own piece of theatre,
themed rooms, craftsmen personalising bags, a champagne bar that turns browsing into
an occasion. It is playful and slightly theatrical, and it does not need a department store

to host it. The labels are learning to write, direct and sell the tickets themselves.

Put Al to work

Yet retail can still work when it understands this wider language. f
orIT

Bal Harbour Shops in Miami and Highland Park Village in Dallas succeed because they
behave more like destinations than corridors. Market Street, The Woodlands, developed
by Miller Capital, follows the same instinct, maintaining over ninety percent occupancy

and generating more than three hundred million dollars in annual tenant sales. Gucci,
YSL, David Yurman, LoveShackFancy and Vuori sit beside strong dining anchors, and

the imminent opening of Le Labo. The audience is treated as guests rather than footfall.

BELMONT PARK VILLAGE
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Belmont Park Village, part of The Bicester Collection, shows how the outlet model has quietly grown up and into a luxury
offering. Set within the historic Belmont grounds beside UBS Arena, it borrows the language of travel rather than reta ... More
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Belmont Park Village, part of The Bicester Collection, shows how the outlet model has
quietly grown up and into a luxury offering. Set within the historic Belmont grounds
beside UBS Arena, it borrows the language of travel rather than retail: open air, dining
first, fashion second, and a service layer designed to remove friction rather than create
it. Shoppers move between designer and archival pieces offered at up to sixty-five
percent off, pause at Pret or the James Beard—led Hundredfold brasserie, and use
hands-free shopping as casually as a coat check at a theatre. The point is not
discounting; it is ease. With trains from Grand Central and Penn, and minutes from JFK
and LaGuardia, the destination treats visitors like weekend guests rather than targets. put AI to Work
That mindset, hospitality before transaction, is precisely what many traditional f or IT

department stores forgot.

What now & next: the department store that survives becomes a “luxury



operating system”
So, do we need luxury department stores anymore? Not in their old form.

But we still need what they were supposed to do: reduce risk, deliver delight, and make

buying feel like belonging.

The department store that survives this decade becomes something closer to a luxury
operating system, a place where brands are curated, service = trust and the customer’s

time is treated as the most precious of item’s in the building.

Saks is the cautionary tale because it has become the loudest version of a quiet truth:
luxury doesn’t collapse when consumers stop wanting beautiful things. Luxury collapses

when consumers stop believing the experience is worth the effort.

And effort, in 2026, is the one thing even wealthy customers refuse to overpay for.
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