Ray-Ban's Brand Reinvention Playbook

Idea In Short

Executives managing a declining brand should look at what Luxottica did with Ray-Ban after
buying it in 1999: raise the price, cut the volume and rebuild the story before spending on
advertising. The Italian eyewear group closed outdated factories, walked away from
thousands of low-margin retail accounts and only then launched a marketing campaign built
on culture rather than celebrity. That sequence, product first, distribution second,
storytelling third, is the reason Ray-Ban now commands roughly a quarter of Luxottica's
parent company revenue instead of trading at gas-station prices. Brand leaders facing a
similar decline should resist the instinct to market their way out of a quality problem. Fix
what the customer touches first, then decide who gets to sell it, and only then tell the story
worth paying for.

A Name That Sells Before the Product Does

Walk down any city street and a stranger wearing Ray-Ban sunglasses triggers a quick,
unspoken judgment. Onlookers guess at that person's income, their job, even the car they
drive. All of it comes from a name stamped on the rim of a pair of glasses. That reaction is
not an accident. It is the payoff of decades of brand equity that Ray-Ban built, nearly lost,
and then rebuilt through one of the more instructive turnarounds in consumer goods.

The frames themselves cost little to make. What customers pay for is the story the name
tells about them. That story only works if the brand guards its scarcity and its link to quality.
For much of the 1990s, Ray-Ban stopped guarding either one, and the business nearly paid
the price for it.

The Collapse of a Premium Name

The trouble began when shoppers across the United States (U.S.) could buy a pair of Ray-
Bans for about 20 dollars at almost any convenience store. That price was no accident. It
was the result of a volume-driven strategy that ran old factories at full tilt to churn out cheap
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frames and cheap lenses by the thousand. Flimsy builds and weak lenses followed, and the

brand's name wore thin along with its margins.

Bausch & Lomb, the pharmaceutical and eyewear firm that owned Ray-Ban at the time, had
turned a status symbol into a commodity. Rivals such as Oakley won over younger, style-
conscious buyers with fresh designs while Ray-Ban's product line stood still. By the time the
company went looking for a buyer, Ray-Ban's old air of exclusivity had all but vanished from
the American market.

Luxottica's Acquisition and the Case for Patience

Italian eyewear maker Luxottica bought Ray-Ban from Bausch & Lomb in 1999 for 640
million dollars, betting that the brand's core equity could still be saved even as the business
itself was failing.1 Luxottica already ran a network of retail chains and factories, giving it the
means to reshape both ends of the supply chain rather than simply relabel an existing
product.

Luxottica's leaders resisted the urge to fix the brand through advertising alone. They treated
the deal as an operating turnaround first and a marketing project second, a sequence that
ran against how most distressed brands get relaunched. That patience paid off over the
following fifteen years.

Rebuilding the Product Before the Story

In 2000, Luxottica closed the aging factories that had been churning out low-quality frames
and moved production to a modern plant in northeastern Italy. New materials replaced the
cheap plastics of the prior decade, and better optics technology sharpened lens clarity and
durability. These changes cost real money, and they roughly doubled the retail price of a
pair of Ray-Bans within a few years.

That price rise pushed the old high-volume, low-quality product out of the market entirely.
Ray-Ban no longer sat next to dollar-store sunglasses; it now competed in the mid-luxury
tier against brands that had never let their standards slip. Data from Euromonitor
International, cited by Fortune, shows Ray-Ban generated 252 million euros for Luxottica in
2000, about 10 percent of company sales. By 2014, that figure had grown more than
eightfold to 2.065 billion euros, or 27 percent of Luxottica's total sales.2
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Choosing Scarcity Over Short-Term Revenue

Fixing the product solved only half the problem. Ray-Ban still had to change who was
allowed to sell it. Luxottica made the hard call to exit roughly 13,000 points of sale in the
early 2000s, walking away from convenience stores and gas stations that had defined the
brand's downmarket image. That move gave up real revenue in the short run.

Luxottica's leaders believed convenience retail could never fit an upscale brand, no matter
how much revenue those channels brought in. Shifting sales toward department stores,
optical boutiques and Luxottica's own chains, including Sunglass Hut and LensCrafters,
brought back a sense of exclusivity that no advertisement could have built on its own.
Scarcity became a strategic asset rather than an accident of limited supply.

The Never Hide Campaign and Cultural Relevance

With the product and distribution repaired, Ray-Ban launched the "Never Hide" campaign in
2007, a run of online ads built around musicians such as Guns N' Roses and Slash. About 30
percent of Ray-Ban's 2007 marketing budget went to the U.S. market, and the brand
appeared across fashion and entertainment magazines and inside roughly 3,500 of
Luxottica's 3,700 North American stores.3

The campaign deliberately skipped celebrity endorsement. Street teams photographed
ordinary people wearing Ray-Bans and placed those images on billboards, including sites in
Times Square. The message centered on individuality and self-expression rather than a
reach for fame, a break from how luxury brands usually sell status. The campaign cost
millions of dollars to produce and run, yet it succeeded in returning Ray-Ban to cultural
relevance and restored the brand as the leading name in sunglasses.

The idea behind the campaign was to feature ordinary people in extraordinary
circumstances, using culture rather than celebrity to rebuild relevance

Hollywood's Free Marketing and the Aviator's Second Life

Ray-Ban's history holds an earlier lesson about the value of unplanned cultural exposure.
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Wayfarer sales jumped roughly 2,000 percent, to 360,000 pairs, in 1983 after Tom Cruise
wore them in "Risky Business." The original "Top Gun" film, released in 1986, then pushed
aviator sales up 40 percent, with orders climbing to 4.5 million pairs by 1988.4 That link
between film and frame proved lasting rather than brief.

When "Top Gun: Maverick" opened in 2022 with Cruise wearing the same RB3025 Aviator
model, sales of that frame rose 40 percent within seven months. Retailers across the United
Kingdom and the U.S. named it one of the season's top sellers.5 Few brands can
manufacture that kind of exposure on demand. But Ray-Ban's leaders understood that a
repaired product and disciplined distribution had to come first, so the company could
capture the value once the moment arrived. A weak product riding a cultural wave turns
attention into a brief spike rather than lasting demand.

Personalization as the Next Growth Engine

Building on the momentum from Never Hide, Luxottica pushed further into product design
driven by the customer. In 2013, Ray-Ban launched the Re-Mix platform, letting buyers
combine different frames, materials and colors across roughly 220,000 possible
combinations.6 The launch drew tens of millions of media impressions and, within a short
span, grew to account for roughly 40 percent of the brand's online sunglasses revenue.

More limited-run combinations followed, including Wayfarer frames finished in leather,
denim and velvet. These extended the brand's reach without loosening the pricing discipline
built up over the prior decade. The lesson for executives is plain: personalization can widen
a premium brand's appeal to new buyers, but only once the underlying quality and pricing
structure are strong enough to support the experiment.

What Executives Should Take From Ray-Ban's Recovery

Ray-Ban's turnaround rests on a clear order of decisions rather than a single tactic other
firms can simply copy. Luxottica fixed the manufacturing base first, then narrowed
distribution to protect pricing power, and only then invested in the kind of cultural marketing
that made the brand feel desirable again. Each step depended on the one before it, and
skipping ahead to marketing without fixing quality or distribution would likely have failed.

Ray-Ban knows its place in the world of fashion and sticks to that value even as it keeps
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improving the product through new technology. Analysts consistently point to that blend of
style and technical performance as the reason the recovery held rather than fading after one
strong campaign.

Ray-Ban knows its place in the world of fashion and sticks to its value proposition
while enhancing the product with technological improvements

Boards facing a similarly troubled brand should ask a blunt question before they approve
any new advertising budget. Does the product, and the network that sells it, actually deserve
the price the company wants to charge. Ray-Ban's answer, reached only after years of
factory closures and lost retail accounts, was to fix that question first.

1Ray-Bans Net Cool $640 Million In Luxottica Sale
2Re-Tooled: How Ray-Ban Brought Its Brand Back

3Ray-Ban Launching Edgy, Never Hide Campaign
4When Tom Cruise Saved The Ray-Ban Brand
5Tom Cruise's Ray-Ban Aviators Are Selling Like Hotcakes

6Ray-Ban Remix Lets You Customize Your Own Sunglasses

Summary

Ray-Ban's recovery shows that brand value is manufactured, not merely marketed.
Luxottica did not begin with an advertisement; it began with a factory closure and a pricing
decision that most companies would have found too painful to make. Only after the product
and distribution matched the price point did the company invest in cultural storytelling, from
Guns N' Roses videos to a customization platform that now drives a large share of online
revenue. Executives inheriting a weakened brand can draw a direct lesson from this
sequence. Quality and scarcity have to be restored before a campaign can do its job,
because no amount of creative work can rescue a product sold cheaply in the wrong stores.
Ray-Ban's climb from convenience-store clearance racks to a premium global name took
over a decade of disciplined, sequential decisions rather than a single marketing
masterstroke.
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