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Why the brands winning online aren't 
doing everything. They're doing the right 
things, in the right balance.
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There is a particular kind of meeting that happens in 
every ambitious brand's digital journey. The room, 
physical or virtual, usually contains a founder or CMO 
who wants the site to feel like the brand's best editorial 
shoot, a Head of Ecommerce who wants conversion 
rates that would make a performance marketer weep 
with joy, a technical lead nervous about load times, and 
an SEO manager who has a list of things that need to go 
on every product page.


The assumption that sits beneath most ecommerce briefs, spoken or 

not, is that a great digital experience should be able to do it all – beautiful 

and fast, rich and lean, brand-forward and conversion-optimised, 

discoverable and elegant. 



The brief arrives, and the agency nods, and somewhere between 

ambition and execution, the compromises begin. Except they are rarely 

called compromises. They are called "phased," or "to be revisited," or 

simply left unaddressed until the numbers demand a conversation 

nobody planned for.



This article is about making those compromises deliberately. Not as a 

concession to limitation, but as an act of craft.
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The brands that consistently outperform their competition online are 

rarely the ones with the most features or the most ambitious design. 

They are the ones that have developed a rigorous point of view on where 

to hold the line and where to yield, and crucially, why. They treat the 

tensions inherent in digital commerce not as problems to be solved but 

as design constraints to be mastered.



What follows is a framework for thinking through five of the most 

consequential tension points in luxury ecommerce. None of them has a 

universal answer; all of them demand a considered one.
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The Myth

of Having It All
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Before getting into the framework, it is worth 
naming the myth directly.


The idea that a sufficiently talented agency or a sufficiently 
powerful platform can simply eliminate the need for 
compromise is one of the most expensive beliefs in digital 
commerce. It sells well. It is the promise underneath most 
pitches, "we can give you everything." And technically, 
sometimes, you can. But the more important question is 
whether you should.



Every element of a digital experience exists in relationship 
with every other element. A decision about imagery affects 
load time. A decision about navigation depth affects SEO. 
A decision about upsell logic affects brand perception. A 
decision about filtering affects conversion on mobile. Pull 
one thread and the rest of the weave shifts. The question is 
never "can we add this?" It is always "what does adding this 
cost, and is that cost worth paying?"



This is not a counsel of pessimism. Quite the opposite. The 
most liberating thing a brand can do is stop pretending 
that every dial can be turned to ten simultaneously, and 
instead develop genuine expertise in knowing which dials 
matter most for their specific business, their specific 
customer, and their specific moment in growth.



That expertise is the art of compromise. And like all art, it 
rewards study.
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“The idea that a sufficiently talented 
agency or a sufficiently powerful 
platform can simply eliminate the need 
for compromise is one of the most 
expensive beliefs in digital commerce.”

“That expertise is the art of 
compromise. And like all art, it 
rewards study.”

05



The Art of Compromise: A Study in Luxury Ecommerce

Pillar One: Product Discoverability
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Search, Filters, and 
Navigation

If a customer cannot find the product, nothing else matters. 
Discoverability is the precondition for everything downstream: 
conversion, average order value, loyalty, and return rate. And yet it is one 
of the areas where brands most consistently over-engineer in the wrong 
direction or under-invest in the right one.



The compromise here sits between depth and friction.



On navigation, the instinct for many brands, particularly those with 
broad catalogues, is to expose as much as possible. Mega menus with 
twelve top-level categories and forty sub-pages. The logic is sound – if 
we show customers everything, they will find what they are looking for.
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In practice, cognitive load increases and decision confidence drops. 
Customers presented with too many paths choose none of them. This is 
the sort of problem a homeware brand might encounter when adding 
categories in the navigation to shop by product type, colour, room of the 
house, price and material. Each addition is aiming to be helpful, but risks 
hurting users from finding the sofa or dining table they are actually 
looking for. 



The discipline is to build navigation around customer mental models, not 
internal product taxonomy. How does your customer think about your 
product? By occasion? By material? By newness? By category? The 
answer varies by brand, and it rarely maps directly to how your 
merchandising team has structured the back end.

Image credit: DB ourney
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The best navigation architectures are the ones that feel 

effortless to the customer because someone has done 

considerable work to make them so.



Here, for example, clothing company Jacquemus does 

a wonderful job of assisting the customer with a very 

neat navigation. Their bestsellers are easy to find, and 

where product categories are wide, like bags, the brand 

has found a clean utilitarian approach. 



The use of imagery also breaks up the customer 

journey and highlights styles, allowing users to view by 

style and type from the text links above with ease.  
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mage credit: Jaquemus
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Filters provide another great opportunity to help users find 

products; the tension is between comprehensiveness and usability. 


A filter panel with twenty-two attributes is technically thorough, and 

practically useless on mobile, where the majority of luxury customers 

now browse – even if they convert on desktop. 


The question to ask of every filter is not "could this be useful?" but "is 

this useful enough to earn the space it takes up?" Filters should be 

sequenced by decision priority – the attributes that eliminate the 

most irrelevant products first should surface first. Size before colour 

before material, typically, though even that is category-specific.


A strong example is fashion brand Ganni’s filtering system, which is 

clean and easy to find on the brand’s PLPs. Sticky quick links 

alongside the filters act as a great way for users to quickly refine their 

hunt and aid users’ progress through the funnel.
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mage credit: Ganni
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“Customers who search convert at 
significantly higher rates than those who 
browse. Failing them at that moment is a 
costly error.”
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On-site search is where brands most frequently leave money on the 

table. The assumption that customers who use search know what 

they want is true. The assumption that your search function can 

deliver it reliably is often not. 


Poor search results that are too literal, fail on synonyms or 

misspellings, that surface out-of-stock products, or that have no 

merchandising logic applied, are one of the highest-friction 

moments in the entire customer journey. 


Customers who search convert at significantly higher rates than 

those who browse. Failing them at that moment is a costly error.


The right level of investment in discoverability architecture depends 

on catalogue size, customer behaviour data, and where in the funnel 

the brand's biggest drop-off is occurring. The mistake is treating 

navigation, filters, and search as default features rather than active 

experience design decisions.


Alongside a great search experience is a visible search that users 

interact with without a moment’s hesitation. Whilst far from a luxury 

experience, ecommerce platform Amazon is brilliant at this; 90 

million visitors hit the website a day, and a staggering 60 per cent of 

users start their journey with a search. 

mage credit: anni
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A full-width white field on a dark background, with a distinct yellow 

CTA, makes this search stand out as soon as you hit the website. 


Luxury experiences shouldn’t, but will follow this exact principle. 

However, if you do take some lessons from the way in which Amazon 

treats search, brands will see search usage and conversion rate 

increase significantly. 


Jewellery brand Astrid & Miyu has done a fantastic job of taking key 

learnings and finding an elegant compromise. On mobile, the brand 

utilises a full-width banner whilst keeping the aesthetic clean by 

using the same background colour. 


On desktop, though, the jewellery brand takes a different approach 

by using a smaller field with a different coloured background to 

increase visibility.
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Pillar Two: Brand vs Commerce
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Add to Cart, Quick Add, 
Upsells, and Pop-ups

This is the tension that defines the character of a digital experience more 
than any other. And it is the one where luxury brands most frequently get 
it wrong, in both directions

i  A A .
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The commerce-first error is well understood: an experience so plastered 
with "Add to Cart" buttons, urgency messaging, upsell carousels, and 
exit-intent pop-ups that the brand equity drains away with every scroll. 
The customer feels sold to rather than served.



For luxury, this is particularly damaging. The premium that a luxury brand 
charges is, in large a premium on experience, on the feeling that the 
brand understands and respects the customer. An experience that feels 
like a mid-market marketplace undermines that premium at the moment 
it matters most.



But the brand-first error is equally real and less often discussed – an 
experience so committed to restraint and editorial integrity that it makes 
the customer work to actually buy something. 



Buried calls to action and no quick-add functionality, because it is 
deemed too utilitarian. No stock indication, because scarcity messaging 
feels beneath the brand. No cross-sell, because it seems pushy. The 
result is a beautiful, award-winning site that converts at half the rate it 
should.



The discipline here is understanding that commerce elements are not by 
definition anti-brand. They become anti-brand when they are 
implemented without taste, context, or restraint.
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Fashion retailer The Frankie Shop is a master of this compromise. 

Through immaculate design, the clothing brand has found a beautiful 

balance to showcase its premium imagery – with a sprinkling of 

commerce. Products are tagged within image assets to showcase their 

quality, whilst incorporating shoppable routes to the product shown. 

“The discipline here is understanding that 
commerce elements are not by definition 
anti-brand. They become anti-brand when 
they are implemented without taste, 
context, or restraint.”

mage credit: Frankie Shop
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Quick add versus add to cart is a useful example. Quick add – the ability 

to add a product to cart directly from a collection or category page 

without visiting the product detail page – is a genuine conversion driver, 

particularly for repurchase behaviours and for categories where the 

decision process is lower-consideration. 


For a luxury fashion brand selling a hero product with multiple 

colourways and a complex size guide, quick add may actively undermine 

the experience by encouraging underinformed purchasing and 

increasing return rates. For a brand selling a recurring consumable or a 

lower-consideration accessory, removing quick add is leaving revenue on 

the table.


The right answer is not determined by what is fashionable in UX, it is 

determined by your customer's actual decision-making process. How 

complicated is your product? Is further justification, imagery or 

information required before purchase? It’s important to answer these 

questions to find your balance.


Upsells and cross-sells operate by the same principle. The question is 

not whether to include them but where, how, and with what level of 

editorial intelligence. 


A "You may also like" carousel surfacing algorithmically similar products 

at the wrong moment in the journey is noise. A "complete the look" 

module on a fashion PDP, merchandised with care and rendered with the 

same quality as the rest of the page, is service. Customers experience 

these as categorically different, even if they are technically the same 

mechanic.
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Pop-ups are perhaps the most contested element in this space. The data 

consistently shows that well-timed, contextually relevant pop-ups, 

particularly for email capture in exchange for genuine value, drive 

meaningful list growth and downstream revenue. 


The data also shows that intrusive, immediately-triggered pop-ups 

increase bounce rate and signal poor experience quality to search 

engines. The resolution is not to eliminate pop-ups but to set a higher 

editorial standard for when and how they appear, what they offer, and 

how dismissible they are. 


A pop-up that respects the customer's attention earns a different 

response than one that hijacks it.


The overarching principle here is that commerce and brand are not 

adversaries. They are in a negotiation, and the outcome of that 

negotiation should be settled by data about your specific customer, not 

by ideology in either direction.

“A pop-up that respects the customer's 
attention earns a different response 
than one that hijacks it.”
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“Commerce and brand are not adversaries. 
They are in a negotiation”
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Pillar Three: SEO

me credit: As
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Descriptions, Text 
Handling, Breadcrumbs, 
and Reviews

SEO sits in a fascinating position in the compromise framework 
because it is simultaneously one of the most technical disciplines in 
digital and one of the most content-driven – and these two 
imperatives pull in different directions with some regularity. 



To my dismay, with my digital career starting in SEO, it is nearly always 
a creative brand’s lowest priority – until finance becomes aware of 
paid advertising costs! 



The tension that most luxury brands wrestle with is between the 
minimal, considered aesthetic they want to project and the content 
richness that search engines reward. 



A product page with a single elegant line of copy and a full-bleed 
image is a brand statement. It is also nearly invisible from a search 
perspective. Both can exist, despite what some might say!
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Image credit: Self-Portrait
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Product descriptions are the most immediate battleground. The SEO 

argument for longer, keyword-rich descriptions is well-supported by 

evidence. The brand argument for concise, voice-led copy that does not 

over-explain is equally legitimate. 


The resolution most brands land on, a short brand-voice description 

above the fold and richer, more structured content below it or in a tab, is 

often the right one, but only if the below-the-fold content is actually 

written and maintained. 


The version where the expanded section is a placeholder that never gets 

populated is not a compromise; it is a debt.


The broader principle around text handling in luxury ecommerce is that 

visual-first design often deprioritises the textual signals that both 

customers and search engines use to navigate and trust. 


Alt text on images, structured heading hierarchies, and logical reading 

order in the DOM – regardless of how the design is visually presented – 

are not exciting to design, and they are rarely in the brief. But they 

compound over time into meaningful organic visibility differences 

between brands that treat them seriously and brands that do not.


Homeware brand OKA has written its product descriptions in an editorial 

style with a callout section in large font. On scroll, this section is 

interactive as the font fills in bold whilst you move down the page.

Copyright  BAO Agency td. mage credit: aquemus
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Breadcrumbs are a small but instructive case study in the 

brand-versus-function compromise. 


From an SEO and usability standpoint, breadcrumbs are 

valuable. They signal site structure to search engines and 

provide navigational context to customers who arrive on a 

PDP via organic search with no prior browsing context. 


From a design standpoint, they can feel cluttered and low-

status. The solution is not to remove them but to style them 

in a way that is consistent with the brand's visual language: 

considered typography, appropriate sizing, and sufficient 

but not excessive contrast. A breadcrumb does not have to 

look like it came from a 2009 ecommerce template.
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Reviews represent one of the most significant SEO opportunities that 

luxury brands systematically underuse. 


User-generated content in the form of reviews provides fresh, crawlable 

text on product pages, supports long-tail keyword coverage, and 

generates structured data that can enhance search result listings. 


The reluctance of luxury brands to implement reviews is understandable. 

Concerns about brand control, about the handling of negative sentiment, 

and about the aesthetic disruption of a star rating on an aspirational 

product page are all legitimate. But these are solvable design and 

operational problems, not fundamental objections. 


A well-designed reviews integration that gives the brand editorial tools 

and presents ratings in a typographically considered way can coexist 

with a luxury positioning. And the organic visibility benefit is not 

marginal.


"Reviews represent one of the most 
significant SEO opportunities that luxury 
brands systematically underuse."

mage credit: Astrid  iyu
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The SEO compromise, ultimately, is between the 

experience the brand wants to project and the signals 

the platform needs to perform. The brands that resolve 

this well do not think of them as separate concerns. 

They design for both simultaneously, which requires 

that the SEO brief sits alongside the design brief from 

the start rather than arriving as a set of afterthoughts 

once the design is done.
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Pillar Four: Performance vs Content
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Video, Imagery, and the 
Weight of Ambition

This is the tension that has become most acute in the last three years, as 
creative ambitions for digital have accelerated while the performance 
standards expected by customers, and enforced by search engines, have 
simultaneously raised the bar.



The simple version of the problem is this: the content that best 
communicates a luxury brand's world – full-bleed video, high-resolution 
editorial imagery, immersive storytelling formats, etc. – is also the 
content that most aggressively degrades page speed if not handled with 
exceptional technical care.

And page speed is not a vanity metric. It correlates with conversion rate, 
bounce rate, search ranking, and customer perception of quality. A slow 
site does not feel premium, it feels broken.



The naive resolution is to simply compress everything and accept some 
degradation. The sophisticated resolution is to understand that 
performance and content richness are not in a fixed trade-off. The 
relationship between them is mediated by technical decisions that can 
be made badly or well.

“A slow site does not feel premium, it feels broken.”

Copyright  A Agency td.
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Video is the clearest example. Autoplay background 

video is one of the most common requests from luxury 

brands and one of the most common sources of 

performance problems. 


Implemented poorly, with large file sizes, no lazy 

loading, no fallback logic, and desktop video served to 

mobile, it can single-handedly destroy a site's Core 

Web Vitals scores. 


Implemented well, appropriately compressed, 

delivered via a CDN, loaded progressively, and with 

device-appropriate variants, it can coexist with strong 

performance metrics. The difference is entirely in the 

implementation, not in the presence or absence of 

video.


The question brands should be asking is not "can we 

have video?" but "what is the performance budget for 

this page, and how does video fit within it?" 


A performance budget is a defined ceiling on page 

weight and load time that is set at the start of a project 

and used to govern creative decisions throughout. It 

turns a vague aspiration into an engineering constraint, 

which is when creative problem-solving actually 

happens.


Imagery operates similarly. The shift from standard 

JPEG to modern formats like WebP and AVIF, 

combined with responsive image serving and lazy 

loading below the fold, can dramatically reduce image 

payload without any perceptible quality reduction in 

the rendered experience. 


These are not esoteric optimisations. They are table 

stakes for any modern ecommerce build. Brands still 

serving unoptimised, single-format images at fixed 

dimensions are paying a performance tax that they do 

not need to pay.


The more interesting creative challenge is around 

editorial imagery – the full-bleed, art-directed content 

that defines a brand's visual identity online. 


The mistake is treating every page as an editorial 

canvas. A homepage hero, a campaign landing page, a 

seasonal editorial: these are appropriate contexts for 

ambitious, immersive imagery. 


A product detail page, a collection page, a cart: these 

are transactional contexts where a different calculus 

applies. The brand is still present, but performance is a 

higher priority because the customer is in a decisional 

state, and friction at that moment has a direct cost.


The discipline is matching creative ambition to context, 

and engineering that ambition to the highest possible 

technical standard. Neither beautiful but slow, nor fast 

but sterile is the answer.
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Pillar Five:

Performance vs Functionality
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The Hidden Cost 
of Features

If the previous pillar was about content weight, this one is about code 

weight: the accumulating technical cost of every feature, integration, and 

third-party tool that gets added to a digital experience over time.


This is the least visible of the five tensions and arguably the most 

consequential over a brand's lifetime on a platform. It is also the one 

most resistant to the "just add it" instinct that governs much of how 

ecommerce sites accrete features.


The pattern is consistent: a brand launches with a clean, well-architected 

codebase. Over time, requirements evolve – a new personalisation tool, a 

loyalty integration, a size recommendation widget, a returns portal, a live 

chat function. 


Each of these is added, often by different teams, with different technical 

standards, at different points in the site's life. Each adds JavaScript to the 

critical path. Each adds network requests. Each adds surface area for 

conflicts and failures. The site that was fast at launch becomes slower. 

The customer experience that was coherent becomes fragmented.


This is technical debt, and it is one of the primary drivers of the Total Cost 

of Ownership problem that luxury brands on digital face. The cost of the 

individual feature is low. 
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The cost of the ecosystem of features, and the eventual reckoning when 

performance degrades past an acceptable threshold, is high.


The compromise needed here is between functionality breadth and 

functionality depth. Fewer tools used better is almost always a superior 

outcome to more tools, used partially. 


Every third-party integration should be evaluated not just on what it 

enables but on what it costs in performance terms and what it commits 

the brand to in terms of ongoing dependency.


This argument has a particular relevance on modern platforms where 

native functionality has become increasingly sophisticated. The case for 

a third-party tool weakens considerably when the platform itself can 

deliver the same outcome with less overhead. 


The discipline is to default to native before extending, and to extend only 

when the native solution genuinely cannot meet the requirement, not 

when the third-party tool is shinier, or the sales pitch is more persuasive.


The brands that manage this well tend to have a strong point of view on 

their tooling. They maintain a short list of trusted integrations, they have 

clear criteria for addition, and they periodically audit what is running on 

their sites against what is actually delivering value.


It is less exciting than the feature-announcement culture that governs 

much of ecommerce technology marketing. It is also considerably more 

profitable.
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The Framework in Practice: Holding the Tension
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Five pillars, fifteen tension 
points, no universal answers. 
That is intentional
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The purpose of this framework is not to tell you which trade-offs to make. 
It is to provide a structure for making them deliberately and consistently, 
with the business rationale documented and the implications 
understood before the build begins, rather than discovered afterwards.


The questions that the framework prompts are worth making standard 
practice:


In every brief, what are we optimising for, and what are we accepting as a 
consequence of that choice? Where is the customer in their journey 
when they encounter this element, and what does that tell us about what 
they need from it? 


What is the performance cost of this decision, and is that cost accounted 
for in our budget? What does the data tell us about how our specific 
customer behaves at this point, and does our intuition align with that 
data? If we add this, what becomes harder to justify adding later?


These are not design questions or technology questions. They are 
business questions. The fact that they are so rarely asked in that register 
and so rarely made the explicit subject of a strategic conversation before 
design begins is the reason so many digital experiences disappoint the 
brands that paid for them.
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Tension

“These are not design questions or technology questions. They are 
business questions.”

The art of compromise is not about settling for less. It is about being 
precise about what you are optimising for, disciplined about the choices 
that follow, and honest about the trade-offs you are making along the 
way.


The brands that do this well build sites that feel inevitable, where every 
element seems to belong, where nothing feels bolted on, where the 
experience reflects a coherent point of view. That feeling is not an 
accident of talent. It is the product of deliberate, sustained decision-
making at every level of the experience.


That is what separates a digital presence that performs from one that 
merely exists.
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Setting a New Standard for Luxury Ecommerce on Shopify

By Association Only works with luxury and premium 
brands to develop digital strategies that navigate 
these tensions with rigour and intent.

If your current experience is carrying trade-offs you did not 
consciously choose, it may be time to revisit them. 
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