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Abstract 

Purpose - This paper explores an opportunity for luxury fashion brands to strengthen their 
engagement with consumers through the arts, and without undermining the exclusivity of the 
luxury product. 
Design/methodology/approach – This paper is based on an interpretive qualitative approach 
aiming to specifically investigate Fondazione Prada - a contemporary art gallery owned and 
managed by the fashion brand Prada. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews 
and a focus group implemented with the ‘mystery shopper’ technique. Template analysis was 
used to analyse the data. 
Findings – Fondazione Prada has the potential for a deep engagement, but specific lacks of 
dialogue and interaction need to be addressed. Learning from and sharing values with the 
public through a two-way peer conversation elicited by contemporary art will benefit both the 
foundation and the fashion brand, in generating value as the result of a spillover effect. Thus, 
a significant competitive advantage might be gained.  
Originality/value – This paper extends work on Consumer Brand Engagement in physical and 
non-commercial “brand’s places”, by evaluating the engagement provided by contemporary 
art foundations owned by luxury fashion brands. By leveraging the engaging nature of 
contemporary art, luxury fashion brands could provide an inclusive and engaging experience 
without undermining the characteristic of exclusivity of the luxury product. Hence, gain a 
significant competitive advantage for the brand.  
Keywords Luxury fashion brand, art foundation, engagement 
Paper Type Research paper 
 
1. Introduction 

Luxury and engagement might be considered an oxymoron. The first is generally defined by 
concepts of social distance, exclusivity, elitism, selection, rarity, expensiveness; while the 
second is associated with ideas of openness, access, involvement, relationship, acceptance, 
inclusion, peer relationship. Yet, there might be a point of conjunction between these two 
opposite concepts in the art world. People strive to live sensorial and intellectual experiences, 
to connect with other people and the brand. However, in their pursuit of meaning, consumers 
are starting to question the authenticity and the truthfulness of the many experiences offered 
by brands (Gilmore and Pine, 2009). Luxury fashion brands should consider this evolution in 
the conspicuous consumption as an opportunity to evolve their relationship with the consumer. 
Specifically, by increasing offline opportunities for Consumer Engagement (CE), brands could 
rethink their relationship with the consumer as a relationship between peers, where 
transparency in communication might facilitate the consumer contribution in creating the brand 
(Hatch and Schultz, 2010). By doing so, brands might restore their allure of authenticity and 
might create a new form of loyalty which will result in strengthening their relationship with 
the consumer (Dwivedi and McDonald, 2018). 
 
This paper extends work on Consumer Brand Engagement (CBE) by evaluating to what extent 
luxury fashion brands’ art foundations – private art museums/galleries owned by luxury fashion 
brands – and specifically Fondazione Prada, are providing a deep and authentic CBE by 
leveraging the engaging nature of contemporary art. Luxury fashion brands’ art foundations 



are here considered as an interesting but neglected opportunity to strengthen the dyadic luxury 
brand/consumer engagement in a non-commercial and physical environment. Where physical 
“brand’s places” are still considered fundamental to generate important connections with 
consumers (Alvarez-Milán et al., 2018). On the one hand, physical venues are advantageous to 
strengthen attachment and loyalty towards the brand (Kim and Kim, 2014); on the other hand, 
these venues can facilitate informing the brand of the customer’s preferences and attitude 
(Amatulli and Guido, 2012). Moreover, by providing a cultural and meaningful experience 
outside the commercial environment, such as contemporary art exhibitions outside the flagship 
store, the experience is perceived as more authenticity (Mermiri, 2009); and dedicated cultural 
space can facilitate inclusive and engaging processes while maintaining the allure of 
exclusivity and limited access which are characteristic of the luxury product (Fuchs et al., 
2010). Hence, the decision to focus this research on Fondazione Prada, a contemporary art 
gallery owned and managed by Prada, as an opportunity to strengthen CBE in a physical/non-
commercial luxury fashion “brand’s place”.  
 
2 Literature Review 

2.1 Contextualising the Term Engagement 

The way the term CE is often employed in marketing studies outlines a one-way relationship 
with the consumer (Ashley and Tuten, 2015, Gambetti et al., 2012); where the brand has to 
attract and entertain the consumer more than holding a sincere conversation. When referring to 
public engagement in the art context instead, although there is no unanimous consensus in 
defining it (Taylor and Kent, 2014), there is an agreement in considering engagement as a shift 
from a one-way reception of messages to an active two-way relationship or conversation that 
might involve a person, or a group of people, in reacting to, generating, and sharing information 
(Smith and Gallicano, 2015). The term engagement in this deeper connotation, is present in 
online brands communities’ studies (Malhotra et al., 2013), in users’ behaviour on social media 
studies (Paek et al., 2013), in user-generated content on social media studies (Shao, 2009), and 
in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) studies (O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2014). However, 
when CE is referred to as a two-way relationship, the pro-active contribution of the consumer 
is counterbalanced by the provision of an exceptional service from the brand (Hollebeek, 
2011); and providing an exceptional service to consumers who are seeking for meaning, might 
be perceived as a not sufficient brand’s contribution to the relationship anymore (Stephens, 
2019). In this scenario of pursuing meaning, by providing a contemporary artistic offer, brands 
might help to counterbalance the consumer/brand conversation. In particular, considering that 
public engagement in the art context has a broader scope of generating benefit and well-being 
(Grossi et al., 2019), brands which are providing artistic offers to the public should consider 
engagement also from this broader perspective.  
 
Hollebeek’s (2011) seminal work frames and measures CBE according to three main 
dimensions: cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, and behavioural engagement. 
According to the author, these three dimensions signify the extent to which a consumer is 
prepared to invest in specific interactions with a brand. In particular, cognitive engagement 
implies moments of ‘immersion’ and ‘absorption’; emotional engagement implies feelings of 
‘passion’ and ‘enthusiasm’; behavioural engagement implies moments of ‘activation’ and 
‘interaction’ (Hollebeek, 2011). Considering that art is one of the most viable tools to trigger 
emotions (Belfiore, 2002), facilitate the acquisition of new knowledge (Aguilar et al., 2009), 
and stimulate interaction (Edmonds et al., 2009), the idea of a luxury brand offering an artistic 
experience outside the commercial boundaries might ideally fall into Hollebeek’s (2011) 
definition of CBE. Hence, this framework will be used to evaluate Fondazione Prada 



engagement with the public through its artistic offer, as it will better explain in the methodology 
section. 
 
When referring to opportunities of brand’s engagement, the peer two-way conversation thus 
mentioned is not often present in offline Consumer Engagement studies (Vivek, 2009), while 
is widely mentioned in those focusing on the online environment (Kaur et al., 2019); and it is 
even less debated in luxury fashion brands studies regarding offline experiences, where social 
distance, exclusivity, control, hierarchy, and limited access are still considered fundamental 
characteristics of the luxury product, and the flagship store (Scharwey, 2017, Kapferer and 
Bastien, 2012). On the other hand, engagement in the art domain generally refers to a co-
operational relationship aiming to solve problems or generate benefits for both the parts 
involved (Eisner, 2002). Engagement is considered in these studies as a two-way conversation 
aiming at addressing issues or achieving shared goals, and the conversation operates in a spirit 
of trustworthiness (Men and Tsai, 2016). By involving the consumer in a peer conversation, 
the actions and the decisions made in this co-operative spirit might contribute to the social 
capital of the brand (Burt, 2000). Social capital is here intended as the benefit which derives 
from “possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  
 
2.2 The Importance of Engagement in the Luxury Fashion Domain 

There have been numerous attempts of engagement in the luxury fashion domain, both online 
and offline. Online through dedicated platform for content co-creation (e.g. Tiffany ‘What 
Makes True Love’, and Burberry ‘Art of the Trench’); offline through alternative brand 
experiences (e.g. Tiffany “Blue Box Café”, LVMH’s open-doors initiative “Les Journees 
Particulieres”, fashion exhibitions in museums such as Dior and Alexander McQueen). Yet, by 
analysing most of these initiatives aiming to entice consumers towards the brand, one approach 
which apparently is favoured by many, is that of providing contemporary art exhibitions. Due 
to this growing trend, there is a need of better evaluating the use of contemporary art in brand's 
experiences and if these initiatives are contributing to build brand’s equity through consumer 
engagement (Keller, 2001).  
 
Several luxury fashion brands have shown a specific interest in exhibiting contemporary art in-
store, arguably intrigued by the idea that the proximity of a brand with art allows the brand to 
be perceived as more luxurious and authentic (Zorloni, 2016, Chailan, 2018). According to 
Amatulli and Guido (2012), by dedicating part of a brand's flagship store to cultural and artistic 
experiences and by hiring experts and educated personnel, the association between the brand 
and the cultural values should be more straightforward in the customers' minds. Nevertheless, 
the logic of the market which are permeating the modern society are also undermining the 
authenticity of the artistic offer; thus, the store is no longer the most effective place to provide 
these experiences (Kozinets, 2002). Furthermore, if the art investment is not coherent with the 
brand identity, there is the risk of deteriorating the situation and of losing credibility (Jelinek, 
2018). Engagement has to be considered pivotal, in the spirit of creating an experience 
alongside with the consumers which might be perceived as more authentic (Dessart et al., 
2015). 
 
This paper is focusing in particular on luxury fashion brands’ art foundations, them being a 
non-commercial art-related “brand’s place”. In this research, art is an intertwined domain with 
luxury, thus it is important to explore the concept of Engagement also in the art context. In this 
context, public engagement is “the involvement, participation, and interaction between one 
‘producer’ of art and one (or a group of) ‘receiver/s’ of art in a two-way conversation for co-



producing benefits and/or improving a situation” (Grassi et al., 2018). By taking this into 
account, engagement as a two-way conversation to co-produce benefits becomes particularly 
relevant when related to the luxury fashion domain. Historically, the luxury brand’s 
relationship with the consumer has been based on the need for the brand of controlling how it 
is presented to the public and the way it is experienced (Doyle et al., 2008). Flagship stores 
have been the most utilised channel for brands to exercise a level of control which would have 
been difficult to achieve through other channels (Moore et al., 2004). However, the 
conspicuous consumption is evolving by moving away from merely experiencing 
commodities, towards experiencing culture and well-being (Bronner and de Hoog, 2018). This 
evolution is leading consumers towards experiencing the brand outside the conventional 
“brand’s places” such as the flagship store, and as a consequence, the level of control exercised 
by the brand in orienting the consumer’s experience will be harder to achieve.  
 
CBE develops when consumers establish a deep emotional bond with the brand (Vivek et al., 
2012). Through CBE, the consumers’ role is enhanced by being involved in the process of 
value co-creation (Dessart et al., 2015). Moreover, CBE transforms the consumer into a fan of 
the brand, due to the strong relationships created, which may bring him/her to energetically 
promote the brand and its products (Sashi, 2012). By increasing opportunities of engagement 
in non-commercial physical “brand’s places”, luxury fashion brands could benefit from the 
positive effect generated by moments of interaction, feelings of enthusiasm and inclusivity, 
and the perceived authenticity of the experience, without the risk of undermining the allure of 
exclusivity which characterised their product; thus, gaining a significant competitive advantage 
(Gilmore and Pine, 2009). This paper aims to evaluate if luxury fashion brands’ art foundations, 
and specifically Fondazione Prada, are providing a deep and authentic Consumer Brand 
Engagement by leveraging the engaging nature of contemporary art.  
 
3. Research Method 

This research is based on an interpretive qualitative approach, as it was considered the most 
appropriate to allow a rich in-depth insight of a contemporary phenomenon and the way people 
are experiencing it (Carson et al., 2001). The qualitative approach has been extensively used 
in the marketing context, especially in brand experiences researches (Hollenbeck et al., 2008); 
and in Consumer Engagement studies, where a qualitative approach appears particularly 
suitable for investigating nuances of people’s feelings and reactions towards an experience 
(Gómez-Suárez et al., 2016). The philosophy underpinning this study considers that any human 
being is creating and experiencing a specific social world any time different from other people's 
world. Different backgrounds, beliefs, circumstances, and times are shaping different realities, 
and any person is giving a specific and distinct meaning to this reality (Saunders et al., 2016). 
The methods applied in this research are considering any single person as a unique contributor 
to the evaluation of the kinds of experiences that Prada is providing through its foundation. 
 

 

3.1 Why Fondazione PRADA? 
Secondary research allowed to identify specific elements which characterise art foundations 
owned by luxury fashion brands. Of all these elements, four were identified as the most 
recurrent and were used to select the case for this study. First, the nature of the luxury brands’ 
project, and private foundations (i.e. permanently-established physical and non-physical 
entities with an open-ended operation and perhaps vague purpose) were preferred because of 
their ongoing operation, higher profile, and the consequent, presumably more significant 
financial and human capital employed by the brands (Zorloni, 2016). Second, the type of art 
promoted, and brands sponsoring contemporary art in all its forms were preferred because 



considered more complex and structured cases to investigate, than those sponsoring one single 
art form. Third, the presence of educational programmes, deemed important because of the 
powerful potential of educational activities as tools for engagement (Kay, 2000). Last, the 
venue, and those foundations with dedicated venues were selected due to the possibility for 
people to attach meaning to places, thus facilitate engagement (Pollock and Paddison, 2014). 
Out of the eight luxury fashion brands’ art foundations analysed, only two were showing all 
these elements, and of these two, Fondazione Prada was selected for this paper.  
 

3.2 Data Collection 

Data were collected through two methods: semi-structured interviews, and a focus group. Four 
semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with experts in public engagement, and 
professionals from the fashion industry; one semi-structured in-depth interview was conducted 
with one product manager and one curator of Fondazione Prada. The sampling was a 
convenient sampling (Hair et al., 2016). Experts were selected from a list of possible clusters 
in the UK professional networks, such as fashion magazines, museums, art galleries, members 
of the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement, the British Fashion Council, 
fashion bloggers. The use of in-depth interviews is considered very effective to investigate 
people’s experiences and opinions (Taube and Warnaby, 2017). The interviews with experts 
were focusing on their opinion regarding three main themes: luxury fashion brand, public 
engagement, and luxury fashion brands’ art foundations. The interview with Fondazione Prada 
associates was focusing on understanding the organisational structure of the foundation, the 
relationship between the foundation and the brand, the kinds of activities which the foundation 
organises. 
 
The focus group involved five participants selected through convenient sampling. The focus 
group showed homogeneity with a sufficient variation (Krueger, 1994) to allow differentiated 
opinions and facilitate a dynamic and inclusive discussion (Bloor et al., 2001). The 
conversation was based on the participants’ visit to Fondazione Prada and it was organised 
four months after their visits. The  ‘mystery shopper’ tactic was applied to the participants’ 
visit to evaluate the way they experienced the foundation (Jacob et al., 2016). An email was 
sent with an attached document containing flexible guidelines to ease the visit and the 
conversation afterwards, and a cover letter explaining the aim of the exercise in a consistent 
way. The discussion mainly involved the participants' description of their experience with 
specific questions related to accessing information, the presence of activities such as moments 
of interactivity or conversation, and a comparison to other museums visited. To achieve 
validity, a follow-up email was sent to all participants six months after the focus group, asking 
for verification of the interpretation of the data.  
 
3.3 Data Analysis 

The interviews and the focus group were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. 
All participants were associated with a code to guarantee anonymity. Table 1 shows relevant 
details regarding the participants of this research. 
 
 
CODE ROLE/CONTRIBUTION GENDER JOB TITLE/ROLE 
E1 Expert in Public Engagement F Director of a Museum in London 
E2 Expert in Public Engagement 

and Luxury Brands 
M Manager for the British Fashion Council 

E3 Expert in Public Engagement M Public Engagement Manager in an Art 
Gallery in Manchester 



E4 Expert in Public Engagement 
and Luxury Brands 

F Co-curator of exhibitions for the V&A 
and other museums 

FG1 Focus group participant F Employee for a Packaging Firm 
supplying Fashion Brands 

FG2 Focus group participant M Master student of Automation 
Engineering 

FG3 Focus group participant M Owner of a firm of Industrial Supply 
FG4 Focus group participant M Employee for a firm of Mould Design 
FG5 Focus group participant M Area Manager in a Telecommunication 

Firm 
P1 Fondazione Prada insight M Manager in Fondazione Prada 
P2 Fondazione Prada insight F Curator in Fondazione Prada 

 
Table 1 – Research participants’ contribution and role description. 
 
All data were coded line-by-line through NVivo, including open and axial coding (Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998) and were analysed by using Template Analysis (King and Brooks, 2017). 
Template Analysis is a typology of thematic analysis characterised by the development of a 
coding template typically created on the base of a small subset of data. The template is then 
applied to all the other data (Brooks et al., 2015). Template Analysis is a flexible approach 
with no coding levels suggested in advance, however, it allows the use of "a priori" themes 
derived from the literature review (Brooks et al., 2015). Template Analysis uses an iterative 
and adaptive approach towards the emergence of new themes and issues. The first set of data 
was coded and allowed the development of the first prototype of the template, which then was 
refined and integrated step by step when applied to the further set of coded data. Hollebeek’s 
(2011) framework to evaluate CBE was applied and themes were linked to the three main 
dimensions that the author used to define CBE, and which were described in section 2.1. The 
main focus of the analysis was on the different experiences lived by participants while visiting 
the foundations, with specific attention on elements of engagement. Experts opinions served to 
enhance the understanding of the context of engagement, luxury fashion brands, and cultural 
institutions; while the insight from Fondazione Prada associates helped in comparing their 
offer to the participants’ perception of the foundation. In particular, words such as ‘interaction’, 
‘access’, and ‘inclusion’ were identified. From this, five main themes emerged: access, 
interaction, sharing, knowledge acquisition, inclusivity. These themes were then linked back 
to Hollebeek’s (2011) framework of cognitive, emotional, and behavioural engagement aiming 
to evaluate the level of CBE provided by Fondazione Prada. In the following section, findings 
and discussion are presented according to the three dimensions of the CBE framework, and the 
themes emerged during the analysis.  
 

4 Findings & Discussion.  
4.1 Behavioural engagement 
4.1.1 Access 

The accessibility of the place is one of the first aspects to consider in evaluating the level of 
engagement of a museum/art gallery. Scholars sustain that limited access - physical, of 
information, or cultural - might decrease visits to cultural institutions (Shein et al., 2015). By 
limiting the opportunity to access, the first step towards engagement is also limited.  

 
Just when you talk about public and museums, it is with a view to engage as many people 
as possible in the widest possible definition […] we’re open to anyone the public can be 
anyone. […] you talk about public engagement as bringing people into contact with what 



you do who might have no interest and you’re working quite hard to make them 
interested. (E1) 
 

Fondazione Prada is located in a part of the city of Milan which is not central. They also own 
a second space dedicated only photographic exhibitions in the heart of Milan (Galleria Vittorio 

Emanuele). During the interview with the Fondazione’s associates, it emerged that they 
consider this second venue as a possible catalyst for tourists towards the main buildings of the 
foundation. Their idea is that by visiting the Osservatorio, people might decide to reach also 
the main venue, showing to acknowledging the importance of giving ease access to Fondazione 

Prada. However, during the focus group, it emerged that all participants faced similar 
difficulties to reach the foundation. Moreover, participants complained of feeling lost once 
inside the gate, with no sign showing the location of the ticket office, or the reception. 
‘Confusion’ and ‘frustration’ were the most frequent terms used during this part of the 
conversation.  
 
The idea of concealing clear and immediate indications on how to navigate the foundation is 
made on purpose and to challenge the visitor. Yet, according to the interview with the 
Fondazione’s associates, confusion and frustration are feelings which they would like to avoid 
generating.  

 
First of all, the public gets lost. That is something which you should absolutely never do. 
You should take (the public) by hand […] and never make him(/her) feel lost. So, what 
does Fondazione Prada? It says ‘listen, visitor, contemporary art, the world, the fashion 
industry, they are not all sunshine and rainbow. […] You public need to make an effort 
and look around, read the space in which you are, and decide to talk to someone. (P2) 

This could be a very clever idea to engage the public with something different, but it might 
also be difficult to understand and appreciate by people less oriented towards challenges, or 
people who do not see in the incapability of finding the toilet as a challenge.  
 

I jotted on the guidance paper that I wasn’t able to get in. I’ve asked three different people 
‘go there’, ‘go that way’, ‘go over there’ and in the end, I was in the bar (not the ticket 
office). (FG2) 

 
Any time you get out of a building you don’t know where you are or where to go… Any 
time I got out in the main square, I said: ‘and know what?’ (FG1) 

 
To make it feasible, this idea of challenge should somehow be introduced to the public. As a 
way to transform this challenge from frustration to fun, it might be worth considering 
storytelling, narrative, or gaming techniques which have been proven very effective for 
engaging with visitors (Danks et al., 2007). At the moment, the foundation and the public are 
apparently speaking a different language. 
 
4.1.2 Interaction 

With regard to 'interaction, the participants to the focus group extensively discussed the 
foundation's experience compared to other related experiences they have consumed. The rules 
of hospitality applied by the foundations are not different from those of other museums. Yet, 
none of the participants identified something worth mentioning with regard to specific 
interactive moments. One person noted that the foundation organises thematic activities for 
children - Accademia dei Bambini -, but nothing similar is offered to the adults. 
 



Accademia dei Bambini decides quite a broad theme every trimester, that could be: the 
sea and the waves, the numbers and maths, robots… and developed something special 
for the children through the involvement of an expert in that specific sector. These events 
are free; you just need to book. Parents have to stay with the little ones and leave the old 
ones, but usually, they all love to stay. (P2) 

 
People might receive more positively, and remember longer, experiences which are impressive 
and different There are no spaces to leave comments, there is no mobile application (app), there 
is no piece of art which required a level of interactivity from the public. All the participants 
clearly said that they would have appreciated something more interactive, and provided as an 
example the level of interactivity which is present in science museums. Science museums are 
generally offering moments of learning developed around complex concepts by utilising 
different and engaging strategies; and participants appeared much more impressed and 
enthusiastic to discuss those experiences than other experiences.  

 
At the heart of engagement, we’re looking at social, so looking for new connections, 
finding new ways to interact with new people, developing yourself. (E3) 

 
 
There are different ways to involve the public in a conversation, and this paper distinguishes 
public engagement activities in two main categories, as emerged from interviews with experts: 
“Strong-touch activities”, and “Light-touch activities”. 
 

For example, I report my experience. In Oslo, at the national museum, there was a room 
where anyone could draw a sculpture, and there were a lot of people in the room. Then, 
all the drawings were hung on the wall, and also those were becoming a sort of art. I’ve 
spent at least an hour in that room; the idea impressed me… I would have appreciated 
something like that (in Fondazione Prada). (FG2) 

 
These kinds of “Light-touch activities” are organised by many museums, and are generally 
very successful in engaging the public in conversations (Deeth, 2012). When referring to what 
this paper calls “Strong-touch activities” instead, the level of commitment required to both the 
public and the institution is higher. 
 

I worked with a small group of men who lived in a care home. So, they would work with 
an artist, a curatorial team and a conservation team and look at works in the (our) 
collection, have conversations about how they felt about that work and the audience that 
would appeal to. […] It was seen by over 50,000 people through the gallery.  […] A lot 
of the men thought that a gallery would be somewhere you would go as a family or with 
your children (now they’ve changed their minds). (E3) 

 
A more focused approach in providing learning moments, not only dedicated to schools and 
children, might be something the foundation could consider to encourage a two-way 
conversation. Such level of interaction could help to transform the experience at the foundation 
in a memorable experience, thus, strengthening a peer relationship with the brand without 
undermining exclusivity and limited access which characterise the product (Fuchs et al., 2010). 
 

 
4.1.3 Sharing 



Sharing experiences on social media is considered a form of electronic world-of-mouth 
(EWOM), which is believed more authentic than other forms of corporate-driven advertisement 
(Subramanian, 2018). It is also a useful scale for measuring people engagement (Hausmann 
and Poellmann, 2016).  
 

I guess that (social media) is public engagement in the truest sense of the word because 
I have access, it's the brand giving me access to this closed-off world. (E2)  

 
All the participants voluntarily took a few pictures and videos of the visit, mainly of the 
Fondazione’s building. FG3 and FG5 shared a couple of pictures on social media, choosing 
Instagram as platform. FG1 explained that, differently than in this visit, during her first visit to 
the Fondazione, there was a particular piece of art, perfect for her Instagram feeds, composed 
of 8 ceiling-high bronze statues, each one dressed with a single fashion item ("The Giacometti 
Variation" - John Baldessari).  
 

(the installation of statues) was definitely ‘Instagrammable’. (FG1) 
 
A star-architect designed building is an excellent way to facilitate EWOM, but also some small 
curiosities, might influence peoples’ decisions to share their experiences online. Examples are 
FG1 bronze statues, or a thematic pinball which FG4 found in the Fondazione café and 
representing a Wes Anderson movie. Providing specific opportunities to encourage social 
media interactions and sharing is an effective way to create a unique experience, especially if 
implemented with storytelling, narrative, or gaming techniques (as explained in Theme 1). 
People are increasingly obsessed with sharing every aspect of their life. Moreover, leisure 
activities are increasingly chosen based on the symbolism and the meaning attached to them, 
and on the effect which is generated on other people’s perceptions (Colton, 1987). There is a 
sort of hidden rule among people that an experience not shared is an experience not lived, 
which the social influence theory easily justify (Venkatesh et al., 2002). People shape part of 
their behaving by believing that their personal network wants them to perform that particular 
behaviour (Kang and Schuett, 2013). In this, social media are magnifying this behaving and 
are reshaping the consumer culture (Schmitt and Zarantonello, 2013).  
 
 
 
4.2 Cognitive Engagement 
4.2.1 Knowledge Acquisition. 

 

Public engagement starts with the programme and the educational work. (E1) 
 

Facilitating the acquisition of new knowledge is one of the key points of public engagement in 
the art context (Lewenstein, 2011), and cognitive engagement is key to CBE evaluation 
(Hollebeek, 2011). 
 
During the interview with the Fondazione’s associates, emerged that they have approximately 
100 attendants who work at the foundation, selected according to different specialisations, in 
art, history, architecture, or geography. All the attendants are trained directly by Fondazione 

Prada to ensure a high level of preparation, and consistency in the quality of the service 
provided.  
 



During the focus group emerged that most of the participants were unaware of the role of 
attendants. They have the idea that employees present in the rooms were mainly concerned 
with security. The researcher was aware of this peculiarity as emerged from interviews with 
experts, and for this reason, asked specifically the participants to look for information by asking 
the attendants. Participants admitted to ‘fear’ asking for explanations because of their 
perception of the art world as an elitist world. They felt that by asking information they were 
admitting a level of ignorance and inadequacy. This might explain the encouragement of one 
of the attendants towards a participant to ask her or her colleagues for more information. The 
participant felt as she was implying that people are not used to approaching them. This might 
be something that the foundation could address to encourage people in engaging in a dialogue. 
 
The participants were expecting walls providing a written explanation regarding a room, as for 
in other museums. In particular, because of the type of art displayed by Fondazione Prada, 
which they considered challenging and in need of explanations. The lack of details provided 
by brochures exacerbated participants' need for understanding. This lack of information is 
sometimes justified by the attendants as a lack of explanation offered by the artist, which brings 
the foundation to avoid speculations regarding meanings, and to allow a free interpretation to 
the public. However, some participants highlighted that explanations of the historical context, 
or the artist's life, might facilitate the public's interpretation. Finally, participants discussed the 
idea of a mobile app to facilitate the visit of the foundation. They discussed that Fondazione 
and the public could benefit from this app, and that some specific interactive content would 
increase the quality of the experience at Fondazione Prada. For instance, FG4, a frequent 
visitor of museums of contemporary art, said that the kind of art displayed by the foundation 
felt more difficult to understand.   
 

At the MoMa there are different forms of art, but even the most modern or most 
contemporary is easier to understand in comparison to the art in the foundation. […] I’d 
like to visit the foundation again, but I’d look for more information about the exhibition 
before going […] Well, there (at MoMa), there is Andy Warhol, the pop art, you know... 
there is no need... you don’t need a guide to tell you what ‘the tin’ represents […] (in 
other museums) if I have to ask for explanation it might happen once in all the visit… in 
the foundation, you’d need explanations for all. (FG4) 

 
However, in the end, all of the participants showed a level of knowledge acquisition due in part 
to the visit, and in part to the conversation occurred during the focus group. As previously said, 
understanding a piece of art due to a clear explanation had a major impact on the participants' 
experience. Yet, this conversation regarding the arts should be two-way and the foundation 
should also be a learning subject in the conversation, not only the public.   
 

I think it is really exciting to be able to be inclusive and invite different audiences in for 
different types of discussions and I think there is tremendous learning that can take place 
for everybody involved in that […] stimulate debate. […] It is important to engage in that 
debate more than celebrating the established values. (E4) 

 
Discussing the experiences with the group, and receiving quick but detailed explanations were 
identified by the participants as significant moments of engagement. This sustains the idea that 
by implementing the foundations’ strategies with higher involvement activities and moments 
of interaction, might increase the level of engagement offered. 

 



[…] (we are aiming to provide) an experience useful to personal growth. You can't force 
utility, and you can't even explain it (utility)… you make it an experience. So, if it is not 
your experience, is not useful. This is what we do. (P2) 

 
The Fondazione is showing some clear attempts in providing a special experience through 
high-quality learning, and a clear intent to engage with the public. However, it appears that the 
foundation is still feeling in a dominant position of control compared to the public, the position 
of provider of knowledge. This is preventing the Fondazione to engage in learning experiences 
which might benefit both the foundation and its programme, and the brand in a spirit of co-
creation (Pongsakornrungsilp and Schroeder, 2011). Learning from and sharing values with 
the public could benefit the generation of brand value as the result of a spillover effect 
(Balachander and Ghose, 2003). 
 

 
4.3 Emotional Engagement 
4.3.1 Inclusivity 

 

Participants were asked to reflect on their expectations before and after visiting the Fondazione. 
The majority admitted that, before the visit, they were expecting a fashion exhibition, or 
something dedicated to the brand and its history. Yet, discovering that this was not the case, 
left them with the curiosity to know why a fashion brand decides to invest many resources in 
the arts. People automatically associate the foundation with the brand because of the shared 
name, thus this confusion. Yet, once aware of its real nature, participants positively commented 
the fact that an exclusive and luxury fashion brand has decided to invest for helping people to 
access this world. Especially when people use to associate contemporary art with the idea of a 
niche and elitist world hard to access (Fisher, 2001, Bell, 1974). Arguably, there is a lack in 
communicating the Fondazione outside its inner circle, if there is still confusion about its 
existence and its nature.  

 
(Prada delivers) fashion collections which are inspired by some complex concept… 
obviously, there is a huge coherence with the foundation’s activity […] (the foundation 
is a) strengthening of some fundamental values of the brand which are coherent with our 
(the foundation) activities. […] But for them (Miuccia Prada and Patrizio Bertelli) art is 
a passion, fashion is a job. (P1) 

 
Prada should abandon the idea of keeping the two realities dissociated. Instead, the brand 
should exploit more its renown promotional skills to communicate the foundation and its scope, 
with no fear of intertwining these two realities, but finding interesting and innovative ways to 
deliver the message and the values they share.   
 
Encouraging reflections on an overall experience afterwards is a powerful tool to evaluate 
engagement and influences that this experience has generated (Soren, 2009). As a reply to a 
direct question, participants felt that generally, the experience left them indifferent. Yet, 
continuing the conversation, they showed to remember many details, especially of the 
explanations gathered, long after their visit (and even more as in the follow-up email). Some 
reported that having discussed the experience and exchanged opinions with peers reinforced 
these memories and also the experience itself. This suggests that some dedicated moments for 
dialogue could make the experience at the Fondazione more significant, and the effect more 
durable. Another aspect, as previously mentioned, which participants deemed significant in 
influencing their experience was the opportunity to understand a piece of contemporary art due 



to the explanation received. By understanding the art exhibited, they felt included in a world 
which they normally considered alien to them. Encouraging dialogue around pieces of 
art/artists helps in opening people towards contemporary art, generally considered difficult and 
for a few. As engagement activities organised by science museums erase feelings of inadequacy 
for technology and science, even if never studied before; specific engagement activities in the 
art context, help to provide the same benefit towards artworks.  
 
Dialogue and conversation around something considered exclusive (contemporary art) and 
provided by an exclusive brand, apparently helped in generating a shared feeling of inclusivity, 
of being part of something. Interpersonal exchange and conversations were pivotal elements 
identified as triggers of a certain level of engagement with the art, as highlighted by the 
participants while discussing new knowledge, and inclusivity.  
 
Conclusions 

Hollebeek’s (2011) framework was utilised in this paper to evaluate the extent of engagement 
provided by Prada through the use of contemporary art in its Fondazione Prada. Behavioural 
engagement was discussed through themes of ‘access’, ‘interaction’, and ‘sharing’. For what 
concerns ‘access’, the lack of indications on how to navigate the foundation could become a 
powerful way to deepen behavioural engagement. Fondazione Prada would need to implement 
techniques of storytelling, narrative, or gaming, very effective for engaging with visitors 
(Danks et al., 2007), to transform what is now considered frustrating in a game which would 
also create specific moments of interaction. Moments which the participants recognised to be 
lacking and would have appreciated to find more. Moreover, interpersonal exchange and 
moments of conversation during the visit would have helped to deepen the level of interaction, 
as it happened during the focus group. Finally, the use of digital tools and the organisation of 
'sharable' moments, would have also improved the interactivity inside Fondazione Prada. 
 
Cognitive engagement was discussed through the theme of 'knowledge acquisition', having 
considered contemporary art a particularly powerful tool to facilitate this kind of engagement. 
From the results emerged that the foundation might want to consider implementing easiest 
ways for the public to gain information and be involved in a dialogue with the attendants. 
Generally, participants felt afraid of asking for information because worried to show a level of 
inadequacy towards the artworks; and public engagement activities normally help in bridging 
this gap.  
 
Finally, the simple fact of understanding a form of art generally considered difficult and alien, 
made the participants feel part of something, included. However, the participants were not 
lovers of the brand, or particularly inclined towards this kind of art, and this might have resulted 
in a weaker emotional engagement (considered a limitation of this research). Yet, positive 
reactions were registered during all the experience, and this leads to considering that by 
targeting people passionate of the brand or the art, the level of emotional engagement provided 
by Fondazione Prada could be very deep. 
 
To conclude, in the luxury environment where limited access, social distance, and exclusivity 
are fundamental to preserve the perceived value of the luxury product, art foundations such as 
Fondazione Prada might be pivotal to engage with the consumer without undermining the 
luxury product; to strengthen the relationship between the brand and the consumer; and to gain 
significant competitive advantage. 
 



Limitations of Hollebeek’s (2011) framework apply to this study; and as a limitation could be 
considered the number of participants involved in this research. Further research might 
consider developing this idea further, by extending the research also to a larger number of 
participants, and by applying different evaluation frameworks.  
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