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Abstract 

The Retail industry is one of the most important areas in the Real Estate field. In retailing, 

design involves several aspects to create a communicative and attractive environment. Retailers 

are in an incessant search for the most vanguard design methods for branding promotion and 

customer attraction. Therefore, the architectural design is a significant strategy to increase 

commercial performance and a vital element for the store environment. 

This research aims to investigate the architectural concepts in retail research and to comprehend 

the design strategies for the spatial attractiveness. Based on the retail design research reviews, 

it is expected to find and comprehend the relation between available architectural concepts in 

retail research and the application for the shopping experience.  
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1.Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

The merchandise is an inherent part of cities and deeply contributes to the dynamic organization 

(Coe-Galeotti, 2014). According to Kent (2007), the retail environment is a space designed for 

the consumption of goods and services, however, the role has been modified, over the last 

decades, owing to the extension and magnitude of the new contemporary retail needs. The 

design of a retail space differs from other traditional architectural typologies: housing, 

hospitals, parks, schools, and offices. 

 

From based-street commerce until multipurpose shopping centers, the contemporary retail 

environment functions, beyond the commercial proposal, are currently working as socializing, 

integration, communication, and leisure areas (Kent, 2007). Moreover, retailers are investing 

a considerable amount of resources in design solutions for retail spaces, although the increase 

of e-commerce, companies still consider these shopping environments as a strategy of the 

company’s brand. The retail store environment is highly correlated to the consumer’s influence 

and merchandise quality (Roozen, 2019).  

Nowadays, consumers are even more conscious and demanding about how and where the 

products are commercialized, hence, the interest of retailers to explore innovative solutions 

have crossed the product concept for a broader idea. The retail environment must also 

correspond in the compatible level of creativity and design solutions (Kent, 2007). 

1.2. Problem statement 

The growing demand for attractive and innovative retail environment encouraged the retail 

industry to pursue sophisticated solutions. The concept of retail environments is a complex 

result of different and complementary sciences to promote satisfactory levels of sales 

performance. The higher demand fosters the retail industry to research in several scientific 

fields ranging from psychology, marketing, social sciences, economics, business management, 

innovation, sustainability, and architecture & design to attend the client’s financial 

expectations and the customer's behavior patterns (Gilboa & Rafaeli, 2003).   

Despite a large number of scientific retail research, mainly dedicated to the “Image of the 

store”, “The influence over the customer” and “The environmental atmosphere”. There are 

scarce studies dedicated to the design in the retail literature (Zimmer & Golden, 1988). Thus, 

the present paper will focus on the identification and analysis of the implemented design 

solutions for the retail environment and the future challenges of the retail design. 
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1.3. Research purpose 

The aim of this academic work is to explore through the retail literature and to establish the 

links between existent approaches and concepts within the topic. Based on the purpose, the 

main questions of this thesis are: 

 

1. What kind of architectural concept could be found in retail design research?  

2. What are the new design challenges for the retail environment? 

 

1.4. Scope and limitations 

The retail industry is a multifaceted field; hence, it demands a considerable time (years) to 

absorb the necessary knowledge for a broader grasp of the industry. The nature of the industry 

requests a profound knowledge in different areas for a wide understanding of the practice and 

application in retail. 

 

Secondly, most of the studies in retail design were conducted by Marketing & Business 

Management researchers, consequently, there is difficult to construct a consistent framework, 

from the architectural and design perspective, to comprehend the complexity of the retail 

environment (Gilboa & Rafaeli, 2003). Furthermore, architects and designers are not guided 

by theories and research methods resulting in a significative gap in terms of research (Lawson, 

2013).  
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2. Method 

The method chapter aims to illustrate how the project degree was elaborated and how it was 

organized through the relevant literature linked to the main topic. 

2.1 Research type 

The cross-disciplinary approach is the most suitable for the research, due to the different areas 

of knowledge to be analyzed as references for the aimed topic. The study of the retail 

environment demands multiple points of view, and an interdisciplinary approach is a better 

grasp. Therefore, a qualitative method was designed for the current research.  

2.2 The research design 

The review initially started in an exploratory form focused on the information related to retail 

design. The literature of different articles related to the topic promoted a range of different 

perspectives and supported the possible connections with the main topic. According to Rowley 

& Slack (2004), the process for the research concept and development is oriented by the three 

following aspects: 

Evaluating information sources  

In terms of criteria for the literature selection, the references have followed two main aspects 

for the research consideration: authors’ credibility and publication date. For instance, citations 

in other works, academic degree, particularly Ph.D. level. For the publication date assessment, 

academic work was limited in 15 years, except for renowned authors in the field. 

In general terms, the search was mainly based on peer-reviewed articles derived from the nature 

of the investigation, generally, with new insights and updated content. However, books and 

conference papers were also incorporated as a significant source of information. Furthermore, 

journals are an important form to access the academic production for the current research.  

nº articles Journals  

6 Journal of retailing  

4 International Journal of Retail and Distribution management  

3 Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services  

1 Journal of Business Research  

1 Journal of Organizational Behavior Management  

1 Psychology & Marketing  

3 The International Review of Retail, distribution, and consumer research  

1 Journal of Consumer Research  

1 Journal of Technology  

1 Journal of Product Innovation Management  

1 Journal of Marketing  

1 Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science  

1 Psychology & Marketing  

1 The International Review of Retail, distribution, and consumer research  

1 Journal of Consumer Research  

1 Journal of Technology  

1 Journal of Product Innovation Management  
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1 Journal of Marketing  

1 Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science  

1 Addiction Journal  

1 Human Factors and Ergonomics Society  

1 Work, Employment & Society  

1 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences,  

1 Applied Geography  

1 British Food Journal  

1 Environment and Behavior  

1 Chemical Senses  

1 Engineering design  

Table 1. Academic journals analyzed for the qualitative search. 

Searching and locating information resources 

For the research proposal, the data research was mainly conducted through the KTH library’s 

Primo database combined with Google Scholar. The research of terms was thematically 

combined with the topic to search for relevant findings using keywords: “retail attractiveness“, 

“retail environment “, “retail design “, “consumer emotions”, “atmospheric environment”, 

“architecture retail”, “store complexity”, “retail agglomerations”, “architecture design ”,  

“sustainable retail “, “ innovation retail”, “future retail”. 

 Developing conceptual frameworks and mind mapping 

The conceptual framework developed for this work is also a result of the identification of an 

existent framework and the addition of two more variables: innovation and sustainability. The 

model developed by Turley & Miliman (2000), support the identification of the research topic 

and structure the literature review through the analysis of the 58 variables through the literature 

review. However, for a broader discussion and a significant contribution (Rowley & Slack, 

2004),  it was proposed by the author, the adaption of the current model from Turley & Miliman 

(2000) in order to contextualize the research with the current and future practices for retail 

design. 

 

Figure 1. The modified conceptual framework elaborated by the author based on the Turley 

& Miliman model. 
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2.3 Considerations & Perspectives 

 

The research was designed in a scientific form to be validated. The choice of the topic and the 

current literature supported the assessment from the architectural and construction point of 

view. The conduction of the research was intense to search for consistent relations between the 

topic and the articles; hence, it increased the research challenge. Secondly, the research process 

was surrounded by brand discoveries and interpretations of the Retail industry. 
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3. Theoretical framework  

The aim of this chapter is to elucidate through concepts and model variables the association 

with the main topic. The presented framework contains and structures the literature review, 

fundamental for the comprehension of the elements involving the retail environment.  

3.1 The architectural concept 

The design concept is multifaceted and conceived as an idea development for a problematic 

situation. The design process ranges according to the knowhow, therefore, generating and 

creating the physical form for solving a problematic (Lawson, 2013). The architectural 

concepts are environmental elements designed in broader aesthetics or functional definition; 

thus, the architectural concept is not exclusively labeled as building construction design and its 

significances for constructability (Baker,1994). In retail environment design, the architectural 

concepts are nominated as atmospheric variables once the proposed elements are designed 

solution for the shopping experience. 

3.2 The atmospheric variable model 

The literature dedicated to atmospheric variables elements is large, however not organized into 

a managerial form (Berman & Evans, 2018). From the theoretical perspective, the construction 

of the framework requested an analysis of the current theories and concepts to trace and 

comprehend the variables and linked to the main topic. According to Berman and Evans (2018), 

there are four main groups to be analyzed: the external variables, the General Interior Variables, 

the Layout and design Variables, the Point-of-purchase, and the decorations variables. 

However, the model developed by Turley & Miliman (2000) is more complex and broader 

owing to the addition of the Human variable as an atmospheric variable.  

Figure 2.  The Atmospheric Variables Model by Turley & Miliman, adapted by the author. 
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The model proposed illustrates the interconnection between the 5 groups and empathizes with 

the association between the environment and human perception. The retail scientific empirical 

studies focus on human behavior and interactions inside the shopping ambiance. Therefore, is 

important to determine and distinguish which and how the external and internal variables were 

affecting human behavior (Donovan & Rossiter, 1982). 

3.3 The External variables 

Exterior signs 

The exploration of exterior signs is the initial part of the whole process of the design strategy 

for retail attractiveness. Despite of urban visual pollution, most of the retailers largely explore 

those signs to maximize the advertisement potential to dispute the public reaction (Nasar & 

Hong, 1999). The retailer’s designers implement several forms of design in signage ranging 

from different colors, font sizes, lighting effects, and the most important the strategic location: 

crowded public areas and routes with intense vehicle traffic. Food retailers are the main 

explorers of exterior signage techniques and their arousal consequences promoted by their 

brand logo among consumers (Kent, 2003). 

Entrances 

The exterior design relies on oriented commercial design allied with customer attractiveness; 

hence, the entrance plays an important role as an architectural element. According to the 

entrance design proposal, retailers stimulates the customer entry willingness and select the 

targeted customer for the store environment (Roozen, 2019).   

Exterior display windows  

Likewise, the entrances, the exterior windows are responsible for the first impressions on 

potential consumers (Roozen, 2019). Therefore, the emotional effects caused by the exterior 

display are important elements to be investigated and designed due to the product exposition. 

The windows design, dimensions and positions enhance the existent relation between product 

exhibition and customers’ attention (Lamberton & Diehl, 2013). 
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Height, Size of the building  

The buildings dedicated for retail activity, in general terms, are not necessarily properties from 

the retailers. It is important to illustrate the relationship between landlords and tenants to 

examine these two variables. The categorization among retailers is significant to understand 

the control of building dimensions. Large retailers, for example, food retailers, supermarkets 

and large franchises obtain more control over these two variables owning to the financial 

robustness and design standard requirements of the brand and franchise for tenancy.  

Therefore, the building dimensions, especially for new constructions are designed according to 

the retailer’s standards. However, in most of the cases, especially street commerce, these 

variables are rarely altered owning to the construction restrictions, elevated costs of legal 

modifications and landlord agreement (Roozen, 2019).   

 

Color of building  

According to Baker (1994), color tonalities offers an emotional influence over customers in 

which might cause a psychological impact, positive or negative, in the store evaluation. Colors 

are selected according to the brand’s view and marketing strategy. The color of the façade is 

connected to the project communication of the brand, for instance, the company’s logo where 

instigates the customer to identify the company with the building. The color choice is a 

significant variable for the external design and highly correlated to the customer’s opinion of 

the store environment.  

Surrounding stores  

The retail environment must be examined through a broader perspective not only the internal 

or external features. The context in which the store is located has a considerable influence on 

the commercial, marketing, and design strategies. The neighborhood context has a positive 

influence over the retail environment, from street commerce until shopping centers, 

commercial agglomerations promote positive externalities (Teller & Reutterer, 2008). 

The concept of “coopetition” between retailers generates a win-win relation once enhance the 

general quality of the architectural design owing to the competition from other sellers and 

indorses the preferred consumers allied with the income (Teller & Reutterer, 2008). 

Lawns and gardens  

The landscape design is part of the design approaches adopted by retailers to enhance the shop 

experience. The investment in “green areas” stimulates the pleasantness of customers, the 

emotional variable largely explored mainly shopping centers for the increase of expenditure 

time, inside the commercial zone. The gardens and lawns are also designed for the 

environmental issues being incorporated in the public access level, but also as rooftop in the 

form to collaborate with temperature control and natural cooling (Yudelson, 2010). 
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Address and location  

The location is vital for the functioning and survival of a retail store. The accessibility for the 

retail store and its surroundings must provide the most comfort for the end-user, therefore, the 

location has significant importance for retailers site location choice (Li & Liu, 2012). From the 

urban insertion viewpoint, retailers trace the characteristics of the target the region, hence, the 

most satisfactory design for the location, aiming to fulfill a commercial gap in the area or to 

establish a milestone commercial environment 

Architectural style  

The architectural style, by the visibility of the variable, is one of the most impacting variables 

from the consumers and retailers the association between marketing strategies, company 

values, and consumer intentions (Baker, 1994). In general terms, the commercial architectural 

style diverges according to the industry operated by the retailers. For instance, Health & beauty, 

food, fashion, entertainment, department stores, home & DIY, adopts external architectural 

styles divergent, however following similar organizational structure (Stanton, 2018). 

Surrounding area  

The comprehension of the surroundings, from a retail and urban perspective, is crucial for the 

competition among retailers and the wellbeing of local inhabitants (Li & Liu, 2012).The 

shopping experience is accountable for considerable changes in the local context, through the 

development of better urban interaction areas: parks, squares, new accessibility routes and the 

cultural enrichment across the flux of different population background (Teller & Reutterer, 

2008). 

Parking availability and Congestion and traffic  

Customers are highly influenced by the environmental conditions and the surrounding area 

conditions are also elements of customer evaluation for shopping (Li & Liu, 2012). The parking 

availability and traffic situations are variables, partially controlled by architects and retail 

designers. However, accessibility conditions must be designed in favorable conditions for all 

types of transportation. The access will affect customers emotions positively contributing to 

shopping experience (Teller & Reutterer, 2008). 

Exterior Wall 

The external communication is vital for the retails project communication, the exterior walls 

are considered as the concrete link between the customer and brand. The surface is 

commercially oriented to contribute to the identification sense and to improve sales (Kyle B. 

Murray, 2013). 
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3.4 The general interior  

Flooring and carpeting  

The quality, the colors, the stamps of carpets and flooring influence customer opinion about 

product quality (Baker, J.1994). Flooring and carpet design and quality are Interior variables 

relate to the merchandise store level quality. These variables are important for customers 

‘orientation inside the interior ambiance defining the different usages and proposals of the store 

(Yu, 2015) 

Colors 

The commercial potential of colors is a variable commercially implemented on the external 

environment as a brand symbol, but also influence in the interior design concept. Colors are 

commercially explored by retail designers owing to the range of emotions stimulated by the 

variable. The consumer’s attention is influenced by the shade of colors, for instance, cool and 

darker colors are applied in areas (Spence, 2014). 

Lighting  

The lighting design, similarly, to colors, is a strategical visual variable largely financially 

invested by retailers in the outdoor and indoor environment (Spence, 2014).The exterior 

lighting design implementation is related to the brand image and the signage; however, the aim 

of the interior ambiance has a broader function in terms of design function.  

The interior illumination is designed to orient the interior flux movement and, simultaneously, 

to highlight products. For instance, customer’s time expenditure is higher in brighter displays 

in comparison with lower enlightened. Moreover, lightning designs affect customer’s 

perceptions through the influence of the emotional state, to achieve pro-consumption behavior 

inside the store atmosphere (Spence, 2014). 

Music 

The flooring, the colors, and the lighting are visual aspects largely invested by retailers in 

contrast with sensorial variables. However, music and its effects over the environment 

transformed it into one of the most studied variables from retail research (Garaus, 2019). 

According to (Spence, 2014), the sensorial shopping experience also affects the customers 

perceptions and promotes positive emotions. 

Despite of the visual characteristic of the architectural concepts, the Music could be translated 

as design variable once directly affects the performance and the usage of the store environment. 

The background music, including the style and volume level is designed to be played according 

to the ambiance. The commercial strategy ranges from Calm and relax music styles to promote, 

in general, promotes positivity, hence, guiding client to consume more. Besides the music style, 

is responsible to track customers age group according to the musical style (Yildirim, 2015). 
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P.A. usage  

The usage standards are relevant for the understanding of customers’ patterns inside the retail 

environment, consequently the layout design. According to the research conducted by (Moye, 

2002) the usage has influence in most of the tested groups, therefore the atmospheric variables, 

especially lighting, organization deviates, however, always presented in most of the cases. 

Scents 

The sensorial experience is an “old” variable extensively applied by retailers in the most 

organic form. It is important to stress the origin of retail activity was based on street commerce 

where merchants use different forms of advertising, including the olfactory experience. 

According to (Schifferstein, 2002), the odorant effects have the same influence impact as other 

variables for customers’ spatial assessment, for instance, signage or display products. For 

instance, food retailers widely explore the odorant effects as a natural form of product 

marketing owning to the association between customers’ emotional memories and the store or 

product (Schifferstein, 2002). 

Tobacco smoke  

The scientific literature in retail about tobacco smoke is often linked with consumption patterns 

and access to tobacco products. From the retailer’s perspective, the tobacco scent is not a 

designed variable, however, the scent has a correlation between consumption and smokers. 

According to the research developed by (Burton, 2012) the environmental exposition to the 

smoke leads tobacco users to spend a considerable purchase time searching for tobacco 

products, about 40% in 4 hours period.  

Furthermore, tobacco consumption is not stimulated as a consequence of the social negative 

externalities generated by the consumption. Therefore, the sensorial experience promoted by 

tobacco smoke in a retail environment is spatially explored in a discreet form on the layout in 

comparison with other described variables (Burton, S.2012). 

Width of aisles 

The width is also an element of customer emotions once an overcrowded space infers a low-

quality ambiance and consequently a store assessment (Baker, 2002). The architectural 

atmospheric variables in the design are linked to the functionality and for the best store’s layout 

performance. The aisles are spaces dedicated to people passage and designed to connect 

different ambiances.  

However, in retail design aisles are not the only concept as a connector in between spaces but 

as important displays areas for the retail activity. Thus, the width of the aisles must attend 

shoppers, in terms of dimensions, to promote an adequate flux without obstruction (Yu, 2015). 
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Paint and wallpaper  

These two tangibles variables are pertinent for the store interior communication. The interior 

layout offers, similarly, to flooring and carpeting, a stronger visual communication. The paints 

and the wallpapers often contain the brand / product information and support customer 

orientation (Yu, 2015).  

Ceiling composition  

The ceiling composition is a variable particularly limited in terms of literature. In most cases 

is linked to other variables for instance: building height, temperature, lighting, and acoustic 

ambiance. The ceiling composition in retail design has a similar proposition from other 

architectural ambiances and usages. The technical approach is the main core of the ceiling 

composition supporting the network distribution, heating and cooling systems embedded or 

exposed for the interior environment. (Leydecker, 2013).  

Merchandise  

The merchandise based on large product advertisement is one of the old marketing strategies 

from retailers since brick and mortar until shopping centers. In retail design, the visual impact 

is the base for merchandise. The interior design proposal is based on the visual aspects from 

the product displays, price tags and multiple windows displays (Grewal, 2017). 

Temperature  

The ambient environment is a controlled variable and designed according to the retail proposal 

and customers’ comfort. The retail interior operates different sensorial aspects for the shopping 

experience including the ambient temperature. The customers’ comfort is one the main goal for 

retailers to increase the spatial attractiveness correlating with sensorial memories (Moller, 

2013). The sensorial experience through temperature is linked to the commercialized product. 

For instance, clothing retailers’ adequate temperatures for customers comfort in fitting rooms 

or reduce the temperature in shoe stores owning the odor promoted by shoeing (Moller, 2013). 

Cleanliness   

The set of these variables in the retail environment and the quality are associated with 

customers’ perceptions (Moller, 2013). The organization, the lightning, the colors, the products 

displays, and service quality are variables highlighted by retail designers and architects. For 

instance, customers attribute the cleaning conditions as a significance variable for the restaurant 

evaluation and quality of the offered product and service (Moller, 2013). 
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3.4 The Layout and design Variables  

Space design and allocation  

The retail environment organization is designed for two main goals, the visual impact and sales 

performance. The product allocation must be aligned with the design proposal and oriented 

according to the internal customers’ flux. Therefore, the shelves are crucial for the internal 

layout once the size and their position are highly associated with the sales performance of the 

displayed product (Yujie, 2016).  

Placement & Grouping of merchandise 

The merchandise, as cited in the general interior design group, is relevant for customer 

attraction and reflected in the design strategies for the retail store concept. On the same 

reasoning, the placement and grouping of merchandise are based on the customers’ interests 

and products association (Isti, 2010). 

The internal layout and product distribution are influenced by consumers ‘choices’ behavior 

and product type. The retailers explore the shopping experience through the creation of a chain 

of interdependence among several products, hence, increasing the time expenditure and 

consequently, increasing the sales performance (Isti, 2010). 

Workstation placement  

The workstation placement is growing demand, mainly for retailers that offer customized 

service for customers. The constraints are associated with the equipment’s accommodation, 

from the furniture, the electronic devices and the adequate space for the employees and 

customers. The layout must be organized to not interfere in the consumer flux (Huffman, 1997). 

Placement of equipments & cash registers  

From the retail literature review, it is possible to trace the influence of grocery stores as cutting-

edge environments in retail activity. The evolution of the contemporary retail layout is based 

on the grocery and food retailer’s evolution (Stanton, 2018). The placement of cash registers is 

important to understand the current layout concept applied in the retail environment. The 

allocation of cash registers and other equipment, next to the exits of the store environment, is 

a result of a new organization system called self-service, developed in 1916, in a small grocery 

called Piggy Wiggly, Memphis (Freeman, 1992). The new cash registers positioning supported 

by the new layout permitted the creation of oriented customer flow. 
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Waiting areas & Waiting rooms  

According to (Garaus, 2019), the experience in waiting areas and rooms are a considerable part 

of the set of the environmental assessment by customers perceptions. The goal of these spaces 

is oriented to offer a distraction for the customers and occasionally product advertisement, for 

instance in bank agencies (Evanschitzky, 2015). The design of the waiting areas consists of the 

use of some mentioned variables such as the music soundtrack and the extensive use of 

electronic devices, but not an elaborated strategy in terms of architectural design. 

Department locations  

The shopping centers and department stores are an open experimental laboratory for retail 

research, the diversity of stores and customers (Ikeler, 2016). The store distributions on the 

floor plans of department stores are organized according to the association of the brand, the 

quality of the commercialized products and customers ‘flux. (Ikeler, 2016). 

Traffic flow & Waiting queues  

The layout and design variables are favorably related to the consumer’s flow and store 

organization. The traffic flow is linked to the store layout, particularly promoted by the concept 

as “walk the stores”, where customers circulate with no obstruction for shopping (Stanton, J. 

2018).The customers flow is directly associated with the reduction waiting for queues, 

principally at the cashier registers or entrances/exits, the crowding promoted by queues affects 

customers’ perceptions and about store quality (Roozen, 2019).   

Racks and cases  

The racks and cases similarly as product display or exterior where the dimensions and the 

visibility are essential for the merchandise. In addition, according to (Moye, 2002), the racks 

and cases attention deviates from the customers’ preferences or purchase orientation.  

Furniture 

The furniture, as other variables interior design variables with high visibility inside the 

shopping ambiance is highly associated with the quality and affects customers’ perceptions 

(Murray, 2013).The choice of the furniture characteristics: style, colors, dimensions, and 

materials are elements that influence the entry willingness and select social-economic 

customers market segment. (Yildirim, 2015). 

Dead areas 

For this specific variable, it was not found relevant literature for analysis  
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3.5 The Point-of-purchase and decoration variables  

Point-of-purchase displays  

The Point-of-purchase displays or nominated as POP are products displays strategically 

allocated in areas with elevated traffic flow entrances or cashiers owing to the variable has 

influence on the environment and customer’s attention (Sigurdsson, 2010). 

Wall decorations 

In the interior design and architectural layout for retail environment the walls are not designed 

to divide ambiances. Longer and larger walls are designed for shelving thus the decoration is 

oriented for product displays (Murray, 2013). 

Pictures & Artwork  

These two variables influence, and usage application are similar in retail environment. The use 

of images or colorful paintings are a designed as a support strategy for other variables like 

windows display and traffic flow (Kernsom, 2010). 

Product displays 

The variable has similarity with POP to stimulate the production consumption. The Product 

display affect the consumption stimulus, even for products with controlled sales, for instance, 

cigarettes (Burton, 2012). 

Teletext   

The variable is not causally linked to the retail environment functioning as data for customers 

capture. The system works and loyalty programs, card, or mailing (Murray, 2013).  

For these specific variables: Signs and cards, Degrees and certificates, Usage instructions 

and Price displays, it was not found relevant literature for analysis. 
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3.6. The Human factor  

Customer  

The understanding of customer behavior is the “most valuable” variable to be analyzed in retail 

design strategy and its consequences for the spatial attractiveness. The first study, in the field, 

was the Stimulus-Organism-Response, The S-O-R model developed by Mehrabian and Russell, 

the model associates the external stimulus, natural or designed, into a reaction, or in retail a 

willingness for purchase. Since the introduction of the S-O-R model, the retail environment 

boosted the research for innovative and complex design strategies solutions for stimulates 

human-environmental perception. 

 

Figure 3. The S-O-R model, Mehrabian and Russell, adapted by the author. 

Employee Characteristics and Employee uniform 

These two variables could be analyzed simultaneously as part of the unique elements of the 

marketing strategy of the company. The environmental service quality is assessed by 

customers, therefore, not only the aesthetic characteristics are evaluated with but also employee 

interpersonal skills (Ikeler, 2016). The staff is designed to represent “human form” the 

company’s values and products. The sales performance and retail attractiveness are not only 

measured by the product quality or appealing store environment the interaction human to 

human must be oriented for a cordial and commercial approach.  

Crowding 

The psychological effect promoted by the crowding variable is highly related to the store 

frequency and generates negatives evaluation (Turley & Miliman, 2000). The rate of consumers 

entry is highly correlated with the congestion level inside the retail environment; therefore, the 

variable directly affects other vital elements indoor and outdoor, for instance, traffic flow and 

exterior windows displays.   

Privacy   

The variable is important from the retail design perspective due to the dual characteristic. In 

the real world, the areas dedicated to customer’s privacy in retail are designed for comfort and 

safety experience. Another environmental variable such as lighting and music supports the 

performance of the variable. On the other hand, in the virtual environment, the privacy variable 

is designed to protect financial and confidential information. The consumption patterns are 

tracked by the access frequency on e-commerce websites and social media (Grewal, 2017) 
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3.7. Sustainability 

Sustainability  

It is important to emphasize the concept of sustainability in retail is a broader topic ranging 

from consumption patterns, material origins, manufacturing process, logistics, and social 

responsibility. The retail industry is attached to societal transformations and the rise of 

sustainable awareness is reflected in retail practices. 

Economic aspect 

The economic aspect is one of the main goals of the sustainability practices and the highly 

correlated with design solutions in financial feasibility and the longevity of the economic chain. 

Social responsibility aspect 

The social responsibility has a broader influence on the retail environment operating all the 

stakeholders in the process. According to Wilson (2015), retailers are able to influence 

positively supplier’s engagement about the importance of sustainable practices and green 

certifications. 

The social customer’s engagements are also a significant part of the process owing to the 

relationship between customer’s emotions and sensorial stimulus (Mehrabian & Russell,1974) 

and the service quality (Moller, 2013). The staff engagement is an important variable as a 

channel to influence and advertise customers of the retailer’s sustainable commitment. 

Environmental aspect 

The design solutions for the retail environment are not exclusively oriented for customers’ 

attractiveness and sales performance.  Moreover, the sustainable strategies designed by retailers 

focus on the achievement of higher energy efficiency levels and reduce the carbon footprint, 

through the achievements of green certificates: LEED, BREEAM (Yudelson, 2010). 

According to Wilson (2015), The building and the architectural design are significant for the 

reduction and energy consumption. For instance, the emission in food retailing operation is 

concentrated in 70% on buildings, mainly because of food processing and refrigeration. Thus, 

environmental design is an important variable for chain production. 
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3.8. Technological Innovation  

Big data 

The big data is technology largely implemented by several companies and applied in the retail 

industry as a form to allow retailers to access real-time information the retail environment 

performance. The information regarding customer’s preference is vital to boost sales 

performance and accurate information in comparison with other data formats. The consumption 

patterns are registered in the big data (Kumar, 2017).   

Retail analytics  

According to Grewal (2017), The introduction of new technologies is vital for the physical and 

online retail environment. Retail analytics is based on the comprehension and application of 

the knowledge provided by the data generated by consumers’ patterns. The generated results 

directly affect the efficiency of the designed solutions for the variables and allow retailers to 

improve or to reduce the usage. 

Artificial intelligence 

The A.I. is an important concept largely been implemented by the industry, specialty in online 

services, and toll-free. The A.I. is able to provide information about products and 

recommendations for customers purchased based on mechanisms and engines provided by 

access retailers the big data (Grewal, 2017).  

Blockchain 

The application of the blockchain is still under development and in the retail industry, it will 

be a helpful tool. The basic concept of the technology is to provide direct access to the 

production and end-user, the aim is to reduce the intermediation and reduce the risks. 

According to Grewal (2017), at the moment the technology will be more applicable by retailers, 

however, the upcoming will allow direct access for customers to track the manufacturing 

process of the product (Grewal, 2017).   
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Based on the literature review, the framework originally designed by Turley & Miliman was 

adapted to enhance the discussion and the range of knowledge. The addition of the 

sustainability and the technological innovation was suitable once the original model from 

Turley & Miliman did not contain any information or mention of these subjects in which the 

thesis project requested for an updated approach. 

 

 

Figure 4. The modified conceptual framework elaborated by the author based on the Turley 

& Miliman model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

20 
 

4. Findings  

Based on the literature review, significant findings were discovered through the theoretical 

framework analysis. The development of the forthcoming findings is the establishment of 

different variables within the main topic. 

4.1 The complexity of retail environment design 

The retail environment is the physical representation of brand values and ideas inserted in the 

urban context. The shopping atmosphere is a complex engine in terms of marketing strategies 

and design solutions. The architectural concepts are designed to influence customers’ 

intentions and expose the brand values with the community is one of the main goals (Kent, 

2007). 

The most important studies in the retail design include the human factor as the most significant 

element to be analyzed from the environmental aspects. According to Tony Kent (2003), the 

aim of the design of retail should focus on the ‘message’ to people and ‘goods’, hence, design 

and its management must be aligned. The better and clear relation between the store and the 

client connects the customer’s emotions with retailers’ behavioral intentions (Gilboa & Rafaeli, 

2003)The management of the spatial functionality is vital for the commercial performance and 

contribute intensely for the customer’s experience (Evanschitzky,2015).  

The architectural concept design can be effective tool to stimulate purchase intentions (Babin 

& Darden, 1995). The architectural concepts two crucial commercial strategies: attractiveness 

and customer expenditure, owing to the influence of entry willingness (Roozen, 2019). The 

process of retail design is deeply connected with the end-user emotions and the construction of 

an emotional relationship between the brand and the customer (Gilboa & Rafaeli, 2003). 

4.1 The online x physical environment 

In the construction industry, the design concept is oriented from stakeholders’ best practices 

and values, mainly, involving client goals, financial & constructible feasibility, legal 

restrictions marketing analysis, and customer satisfaction. In the retail environment, those 

variables are presented, however, the environmental response for innovations are more 

sensitive in comparison with other Real Estate market segments. 

The innovative designed strategies implemented by retailers concerns in a broader analysis of 

the actual necessities and the forecast of future tendencies, therefore, generating a complex and 

ambiance surrounded by experimental technologies (Grewal, 2017). The rise of the online 

store’s environment is surrounded by modern amenities impossible to be achieved by the 

physical store. To illustrate the divergences between the two store concepts it was designed 

based on the Atmospheric Variables Model, designed by Turley & Miliman (2000), a concept 

model of the most applicable variables for an online atmospheric environment. 
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*Similar or equal variables from the original Turley & Miliman Model 

Figure 5. The Online Atmospheric Variables Model elaborated by the author.  

From the designed model, it is possible to trace some resemblance between in 17 out of the 58 

variables. It is a simple analysis to compare from the physical real environment perspective to 

the virtual environment. The variables related to the group Point-of-purchase and decoration 

offer higher similarity to the real environment. The current differences between both 

environments reflect how the functioning of these two spaces diverges (Turley & Miliman, 

2000).  

The real environment accounts for several other important variables, highly linked to human 

perceptions and arousal. For instance, the scents a crucial variable responsible for the 

consumption stimulation by the association with product scent (Schifferstein, 2002). Food 

retailers explore the online environment with a strong disadvantage in comparison with other 

commercial segments. Despite the sensorial experience constraints, the virtual environment 

virtual store contains a significant sustainable advantage over the physical store, for instance, 

once reduce the construction costs and consequently lower carbon footprints.  

The digitalization is an irreversible process in the retail environment, the universalization of 

internet access, the affordable prices of electronic devices, secure payment methods accelerate 

the digitalization process. The competition between these two types of the retail environment 

is analyzed as complementation of two different modalities of commerce generating a win-win 

relation between customers and retailers (Grewal, 2017). 

 

 

 

Figure 6. The conceptual map of the retail future environment elaborated by the author. 
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5. Discussions 

The aim of this chapter is to promote the discussion based on the findings resulted and the 

proposed framework. The chapter aspire to elaborate reflections over the design future 

challenges for retail environment. 

5.1 The sustainability of the retail environment 

Firstly, it is vital to comprehend the importance of the retail industry. The sector is responsible 

for a considerable part of employment in the labor market, for instance in the U.S, the retail is 

responsible for (Stanton, J. 2018). For instance, the recent COVID -19 pandemic has recently 

illustrated the negative social-economic through the rise of unemployment rates and GDP 

shrinking. However, the retail industry is surrounded by numerous cases of non-

environmentally friendly solutions and it is important to be analyzed.  

Secondly, accessibility is one of the negative issues for these agglomerations (Wilson, 2015), 

shopping centers are generally located in the city’s outskirts. The offer for public transportation 

facilities is not often available, hence, the use of vehicles is necessary for the traffic and 

contributing to the increase of carbon emissions (Wilson, 2015). Its comprehensible from the 

Real Estate economic view, however, the negative impacts generated by the construction of 

new large commercial areas are environmentally harmful to the climate. Moreover, the 

economic impact over small retailers is even more damaging for the local retailers due to the 

absence of “coopetition” and stimulates the rise of the non-equal economic balance system 

(Teller, 2008). 

Thirdly, the variables linked to the climate are designed to be intentionally controlled. For 

instance, variables such as temperature, lighting are designed regardless of the outside 

conditions., therefore limiting the implementation of sustainable practices, for example, natural 

insolation or cooling systems (Yudelson, 2010).  

In conclusion, the retail environment is still developing techniques for a better eco-friendly 

approach. The diversity of retail formats and products, the incessant competition among 

retailers and the customer patterns vicissitudes generate an innovative and complex system for 

sustainable retail design (Wilson, 2015).  
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5.2 The future of the retail environment 

 

From the technological perspective, the future shopping experience will be designed to offer 

intense interactivity between customers and the retail atmosphere through technological 

devices, mainly artificial intelligence. The relation symbiotic relation between physical and 

online stores will be enhanced by the exchange and cooperation of data patronage. The 

advantages of e-commerce will enhance the service quality of retailers in the real environment. 

The connectivity among the architectural concepts will be a precious and essential issue for the 

longevity of future retail activity. The merchandise variables’ mechanisms and the customer’s 

attractiveness will be extensively applied by retailers through new technological features 

(Kumar, 2015). 

From a sustainable perspective, social engagement will be an important variable to be assessed 

by the industry in the future. Customers will be even more influential in terms of the awareness 

of sustainable practices and consumption. Thus, addressing through the market strategies and 

the shopping environments the message for sustainability.   
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6. Conclusions 

This academic paper aims to explore the concepts and theories applied in the Retail industry 

for the design and conception of the retail store environment. The project was initially 

conducted by the following questions and consequently a broader discussion around the main 

topic. 

1. What kind of architectural concept could be found in retail design research?  

 

The richness of the atmospheric throughout the research revealed the broader aspects of the 

architectural concept’s definition. The literature investigation clarified the types and their role 

in the retail environment. The sensorial experience is the origin of the architectural concepts in 

retail design, from visual, olfactory, auditory, and tactile, these senses are implemented as a 

design tool for the variable’s composition.  

 

The retail environment is conceived to allow end-users to explore ‘organically’ the 

environment. Furthermore, all the design details are intentionally designed for commercial 

purposes. The atmospheric variables displayed in the shopping atmosphere are considered as 

architectural, therefore, a design-solution oriented for the common goal: the human emotions 

through environmental stimulation.  

 

2. What are the new design challenges for the retail environment? 

 

The current retail model will be guided by the crescent demand for sustainable practices from 

consumers’ demand and consequently how it will be reflected in the retail atmosphere. The 

challenge to stimulate consumption in accordance with eco-friendly practices will request 

sophisticated design solutions. From materials choice, displays and organization, employee 

engagement, the sales approach promoted by the patron’s arousal, traditionally, fostered by 

retailers will be reformulated to focus on the product origin and manufacturing until the end-

user. 

The retail industry over the next years is to forecast the customers’ intentions and anticipate 

the display of the desired product, especially, in the physical environment. The human emotions 

interpretations through environmental interaction are defiant and will demand elevated 

financial and technological investment from retailers. Furthermore, the establishment of clear 

privacy boundaries in the relationship between retailers and customers be defiant once 

technological devices will be observing humans in a closer approach. 
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6.1 Recommendations 

From the literature review process, it was observed from the author’s perspective and some 

cited authors in the reference a gap of studies associating the architectural design with the retail 

environmental field and applications. There are several recommendations for further studies, 

especially for the architectural external variables and the influence over customers’ preference. 

The presented domain offers interest from the industry to develop further studies. 

 

6.2 Contributions & further research 

This degree project is an opportunity to explore and to comprehend the complexity of the retail 

environment and the importance of the design in all forms of representation. The retail design 

field is challenging and constantly in transformation, therefore, the necessity to incorporate 

new design practices allied with technological and social transformations is permanent. The 

present academic works aims is a contribution to the development of new approaches in retail 

design and hopefully an opening for a future academic extension. 
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