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INTRODUCTION

Why design retail stores? For many years this
corner of the built-world was considered a bargain basement by the
public as well as by architects and other designers. But over the
past few decades, retail designing has achieved public and industry
recognition, acclaim, and respect. New store facades have pushed
the limits of enclosure technology and high-design stores like
those for Apple, Nike and others have been elevated
to museum-like status. Internationally, thousands of
Starbucks stores have become “the third place” between home
and work—a place to meet, greet and be in public. Retail is not
just about selling products, it is also an important social
connector between the digital and analog worlds—between the
intangible and the tangible. Stores and the social interactions
they facilitate are significant places for people. Society
seems to be recognizing this fact and the quality of retail design
is constantly improving while its programmatic requirements are
always changing to meet society’s needs. In sum, the business of
retail store design is now more exciting, and more relevant than
ever.

Retail stores are usually fast track projects. A
modest-sized store may have a timetable of 16 –24 weeks from the
signing of the owner design agreement to the grand opening. These
compressed design/construction timetables guarantee that the
designer will never become bored with a project. In fact, they
create their own excitement. They move so quickly that the actual
construction of a prototype sometimes takes the place of the
presentation and modeling modes typical in the design of other
building types. Therefore, the fruits of design labor are very
quickly visible. This compressed timeframe is fitting for the age
we live, and makes stores a good project type for those who are
accustomed to moving in a quick-paced digital world, and who might
find the longer duration of other project types difficult. The
speed of store projects is exhilarating.

Some store designs, namely boutiques, offer the
opportunity to build with budgets not found in other building
types. It is not unusual for small stores to include materials,
details and lighting otherwise found only in the design of
corporate boardrooms, luxury residential units and high-tech
facilities. Designers love to spend other people’s money (wisely of
course), and the design of boutique stores can provide this
opportunity. There is no room for waste in today’s downsized and
efficient stores. This requires the designer be a crafty
crafter.

Store design often incorporates state of the art
technology. Sometimes it provides a retailer an edge over its
competition or creates new ways to display merchandise, complete
transactions, or tell the product story…think of all the special
glazing details which have been developed for storefronts; the
computerized electronics to process sales transactions; state of
the art lighting techniques (LED, fiber optics, projector
lighting); the early use of multiple screen and flat screen
technology; the mechanical introduction of mind-altering smells to
induce shopper purchases; and the use of music, sounds, and colors
to induce other desired patterns of shopper behavior. The careful
selection of lighting and materials to create environmentally
conscious “green” stores that function well and meet or better
their retail competitors is a challenge that designers welcome.

Store designers can have as much fun as
movie-set, and computer game designers by creating an imaginary
world, which would not have existed, but for the designer. They
often break through conventions quickly creating new design trends.
Thus store designers “live on the edge”. Dealing in this bold,
highly competitive, fast-paced environment, has many rewards. It is
exciting, and challenging. It has roots in the theatrical arts and
stage design. Like the constructed elements of a theatrical
production, executed store designs rely on dramatic lighting,
effective visual presentation, and knowledge of human psychology.
Retailing is an ever-changing business responding always to market
forces, technology and the development new retail concepts. At
present, electronic retailing is having a dramatic effect on
physical store retailing and in some cases has eliminated retail
concepts that only a few years ago were “the next big thing”. So it
goes in this industry.

Therefore, the store designer must be able to
react quickly to changing trends and possess a kit of design tools
that will be just as sharp and useful in the decades to come as
today. Store Design was created with that goal in mind. It
utilizes axiomatic design principles that may be understood and
implemented to create successful retail stores, restaurants,
showrooms or any other space having similar programmatic
requirements. The design concepts presented in this book are
simple, but effective. As Nike says: “Just Do It!”
Have fun, imagine, and create.


CHAPTER 1 --- IMAGE

The importance of store image is best
exemplified by comparing a store to a movie. The customer visiting
a store or a movie theater has certain expectations. If the movie
is a mystery, the viewer will expect a crime, a detective seeking a
culprit, and a solution. If the movie is a romance, the viewer will
expect to see a man and a woman who at first may not like each
other but are placed in compromising situations that lead them to
fall in love. Mysteries and romances are movie genres. If the
writers violate the expected form of the genre, they will probably
disappoint their viewers. For instance, if in a mystery movie the
detective can never solve the crime because he has overwhelming
emotional problems, or if in a romance movie, the man meets a
charming woman, falls in love but then she kills him, the genres of
the movies will have changed.

Similarly, if a jewelry store appears elegant,
subdued, rich in materials and style, with concealed merchandise
pricing, is somewhat aloof with regard to customer accessibility,
and has authoritarian appearing salespeople, the customers will
conclude that the jewelry is of good quality and expensive. But if
that same store displays cheap costume jewelry with prices boldly
marked, has loud music blaring at the entrance, and has
unknowledgeable salespeople, the customers’ expectations will be
much lower. The art of retail store design is therefore most
successful when the image of the store coincides with the price,
quality, value, level of service, and uniqueness of its product and
is consistent with its merchandising, packaging, advertising,
management, and sales personnel (Figure 1-1A & B).
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The store itself sends a message to its
customers. When they see the store for the first time, they
automatically and subconsciously register an impression of the
store’s level of service and quality, as well as the approximate
price of the merchandise. The visual cues from which the shoppers
make these judgments include the quality of the store’s materials,
the lighting, the extent of storefront closure, the display
fixtures, the signs, the pricing techniques, and, of course, the
items for sale. Lesser-quality materials indicate lower-priced
merchandise, as does unshielded, glare producing lighting. A
well-concealed combination of directional and diffused lighting, on
the other hand, emphasizes the quality of the merchandise rather
than low prices. Even though a store may sell commonplace,
reasonably priced items, it may convey an impression of fine
merchandising through its quality lighting and design, and reveal
the competitive price of its merchandise only through the prominent
display of price tags. To successfully create a congruent image in
the mind of the shopper it must tell its story clearly otherwise
confusion and lost sales will arise. A closed storefront with
small, distinctive show windows displaying a few uncommon,
expensive items indicates high-priced goods inside. A totally open
storefront presents a casual, less-threatening image and suggests
moderate pricing. Inside the store, display techniques offer
further visual cues. If the products in the display fixtures appear
accessible only with the assistance of a salesperson, the
merchandise will seem exclusive and expensive. But if products are
displayed on flat, open tables, they will appear common and
unprotected. Display windows filled with sale signs tell one story
while a small, gold-leaf store identification sign on the glass
tells another. In short, the way in which merchandise is displayed
tells the shoppers more about the store than the merchandise alone
could reveal. Unless the shoppers are familiar with the particular
items for sale, they will have to evaluate the merchandise closely,
check the price tags, and seek help from the sales staff. The other
visual cues, such as store transparency, signs, and lighting, send
messages before the shoppers even enter the store. It is important,
therefore, that external design cues be presented accurately. The
overall image of the store must attract shoppers who will be
inclined to purchase the kinds of products for sale and also induce
them to enter.

Tone is another part of the store’s image, and
it may be playful or serious, active or passive, exciting or
subdued (Figure 1-2). A children’s toy store, for example, should
be playful or mind-expanding in tone, as should an adult “toy
stores,” such as an electronics, fitness and specialty gadget
stores. A rare-book store, on the other hand, should have a serious
image. A store that is visually stimulating or confusing, with
multiple levels, detailed written product information, and with all
products easily accessible best serves a younger clientele. Older
customers might expect easy circulation, no change in levels, more
service, and a simple, comprehensive presentation of merchandise.
If the store design is visually stimulating, it will attract
extroverted shoppers; if the store design is subdued and
restrained, it will interest introverted shoppers. Of course, these
are generalizations, but a store design is like the home page of a
website. Some users are attracted to the clean, restrained,
uncluttered elegant appearance of Time.com. whereas others
prefer the more sensational look and information of a site like
DrudgeReport.com. Each is designed to reach a certain
segment of the buying population.
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A store is a sales tool, like media advertising,
telemarketing, or an in-person sales pitch. To be most effective,
the store must induce shoppers to enter and buy. The psychology of
selling is a subject well known to promotional and advertising
people and should be of interest to the store designer, as
knowledge of this area, applied to store design, can increase
sales.

A good salesperson avoids intimacy with
customers. Tom Hopkins suggests that a salesperson should make
customers entering a store aware of his or her presence and
maintain friendly but limited initial contact (Hopkins 1982, p.
174). If the salesperson pushes or crowds the customer, the
customer will be more likely to flee the store than buy. The
customer should want to ask for the salesperson’s assistance.
Similarly, a store design must not psychologically crowd or
intimidate a potential customer. Indeed, people may have a primal
fear of venturing into unknown territory, which shoppers may
unconsciously recall when they approach an unfamiliar store.
Therefore, it is essential that the store be designed to permit
shoppers to determine easy entry and “escape” routes. They should
be able to sense the layout of the entire store, if small, or a
significant portion of it, if the store is large. This will make
the customers feel secure and may entice them to enter. Open,
accessible store design can be achieved by providing transparency —
that is, a good view of the inside of the store through the
storefront — by maintaining lower display fixtures in the front of
the store, so as not to hide the interior of the store, and by
placing salespeople in positions other than behind a counter at the
entrance, facing the shopper. This philosophy of design does not
automatically preclude using a completely closed front (having
backed showcases and door which must be pulled or pushed to open),
but if this is used, one must recognize that walk-in traffic may be
limited and a sales tool other than the storefront, such as
advertising or word of mouth, may be required to induce shoppers to
enter.
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The designer must create a store that encourages
shoppers, once inside the store, to lower their psychological
defenses and become interested in the merchandise. If the customers
are relaxed and interested, they may then ask a salesperson for
assistance or take the time to evaluate the product themselves and
subsequently make the purchase. A small or moderate-sized store
should have an interesting display of merchandise located
immediately adjacent to the store side of the entrance. This
merchandise may not be something that the shoppers will buy, but
the display area should offer them a secure place to browse while
they develop an understanding of the remainder of the store. It
provides a psychological “toehold” (Figure 1-3). When shoppers feel
comfortable, they will move on to other areas of the store. Larger
stores should be designed similarly but may be broken up into
departments. When designing larger stores, it is important to
create a sense of free access between the various departments. Wide
and highly visible aisles encourage shoppers to move easily to
their areas of interest (Figure 1-4).
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The architectural elements that determine image
have been studied and refined by the most successful merchants, but
the rules of imaging are constantly evolving. For example, a simple
choice of flooring will create an entirely different shopping
experience. Some big box merchants have chosen carpeting for their
flooring throughout versus a more traditional hard surface such as
vinyl. The difference in acoustical properties will be striking to
shoppers as will their subconscious awareness of the creation of a
more private, restrained environment by the use of this material.
While either may be appropriate to a particular store, the choice
must be a deliberate and knowledgeable decision by the retailer and
the designer.

In addition, images change (Settle and Alreck,
1989, p. 114). When designer labels became popular in the 1980s,
they were sold only in higher-quality department stores. Thus the
owners of such labeled goods had an image of distinctiveness.
Eventually, however, these same labels were sold in discount
stores, and very quickly the image of the labeled goods fell from
exclusive to common. Similar image changes often occur in materials
and lighting design. In the past fifty years, glass block and neon
have moved from respectable to “tacky”, “kitsch” lighting fixtures
and playful geometric shapes have had their impact, and pure
monochromatic simplicity has found a home with some retailers. All
such trends may fall out of favor for a time, and then be
rediscovered, represented and returned to respectability.
Designers, therefore, must be aware of the current and future image
status of various elements of design. One year’s “hot color” or
style may be dated and trite the next. Retail store design is as
susceptible to trends as are the products displayed in those
stores. Many factors affect the complex process of shopping and the
development of a retail store image for shoppers. In his book
Influence: How and Why People Agree on Things, Robert
Cialdini cites several factors that subconsciously influence people
to take action: commitment, social proof, authority, reciprocation,
liking, and scarcity (Cialdini 1984, p. 13). He theorizes that
people use such factors as shortcuts in decision making. Three of
them — commitment, social proof, and authority — can affect
store image, design, and operation.

Commitment is people’s desire to maintain
consistency with previous deeds or choices. Once they have made a
decision, they tend to move ahead automatically, convinced that
they have made the right choice. Store designers should also
consider this factor of commitment. If shoppers must make an effort
to enter the store, this commitment to spend at least some time
inside may persuade them to make a purchase. Therefore, the greater
the effort required is, the greater the commitment will be.
Entering a totally open storefront requires little commitment.
Shoppers can step inside, look around, and leave easily. Passing
through a closed front with swinging doors, however, requires the
maximum commitment on the shoppers’ part (Figure 1-5). Of course,
any commitment gained by creating a closed storefront may be lost
in the smaller number of impulse shoppers who are discouraged by
the barrier. The designer thus must decide on the level of
commitment appropriate to that store. The transition area (from
outside to inside), which sets the tone of the entrance and the
resulting degree of commitment, can be subtler than a swinging
door. The designer may use an open, arched passageway or a dropped
soffit with a storefront recess, or some other architectural device
to define the “in and out” boundary of a store. Even subtle
transition elements such will help establish a commitment to the
store in the shopper’s mind.
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FIGURE 1-4

In larger stores, wide aisles allow some customers to move.
freely within the store while others are selecting merchandise.
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FIGURE 1-2
The tone of this gelato store is playful, fun-filled, and rek
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FIGURE 1-3

Creating a psychological “toehold” just inside the entrance can
facilitate customer movement into the store.
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FIGURE 1-1

A store's image should accurately reflect the price, value, level of service and
uniqueness of the products for sale. The first impressions of both of these
stores clearly and accurately present their images.
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