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Abstract

The retail industry is a fast-changing sector characterized by innovations’
openness to adoption dictated both by technological advancement, supply
chain management transformation and consumer behaviour evolution. As an
increasingly knowledge-intensive industry, updated retail skills and
competencies need to be investigated and improved, promoting new
educational and learning approaches.

The paper presents the results of an experience-based learning held within the
“Fashion Retail Experience Studio” course at the School of Design of
Politecnico di Milano and rooted in a project-based approach. Several
learning tools were developed and applied in order to investigate how design
can properly manage multi-level and multidisciplinary retail challenges
fueling and generating meaningful innovation. A transdisciplinary perspective
was also adopted in designing new design learning tools or adapting
management, marketing and IT retail tools to enhance design competencies
and skills with a holistic approach.

Keywords: Retail design; retail education; experiencial-based learning
experience; design learning tools,; transdisciplinary perspective.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons License CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
Editorial Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia 549



Retail design education. Designing new and reframed learning tools

1. Introduction to Retail Transformation

A radical transformation has characterised the retail sector over the last twenty years. On the
one hand, the progressive dematerialisation of goods and the consolidation of the so-called
service economy have mutually fuelled each other, driving the retail transformation from a
predominantly product-centric to a service-centric approach (Lusch & Vargo, 2006). Retail,
from being primarily focused on goods’ transactions, has become capable of catalysing and
promoting value co-creation within an interdependent system of service innovation, meaning
generation and consumer centrality (Kustrak Korper et al., 2021). On the other hand,
technological acceleration has pushed towards a radical change in the economic and social
sphere with significant effects on manufacturing and distributive systems and on collective
living and behaviours. In particular, new digital channels (social media and web platforms
from traditional online channels to the metaverse) and advanced technologies (AR/VR, IoT,
advanced 3D modelling technologies, adn Digital Twins, Al etc.) have rapidly entered the
production and distribution systems profoundly impacting their processes and operations and
multiplying the touch points connecting the consumer with products/services in an
experiential and relational continuum (Shankar et al., 2021). The consumer experience is now
embedded within a mature omnichannel system that requires a seamless connection in a
complex and interwoven system of physical, digital and mixed channels, streamlining and
fast-tracking operations and the compliance with consumer expectations (Hoyer et al., 2020).
The retail system has thus proven to be a remarkably open and receptive sector to the adoption
and promotion of innovation with impacts on business models, supply chain management,
and consumer value delivery models (Mostaghel et al., 2022). Moreover, being a highly
transformational field, the compentence domains involved into the retail system are multiple
and constantly redefined their roles, hierarchies and intervention models. Retail design,
marketing, management and, more recently, IT converge within a system that requires
transdisciplinarity (Iannilli et al., 2019a) and design, in particular, needs to redefine its role
and develop new tools and approaches to bring value to the system. In this context, a
reflection on retail design education becomes necessary both to frame the new levers that
design can use to promote significant retail innovations and explore the most effective
competencies and skills that will be relevant in the future.

2. Insights from the Evolution of Retail Education

In light of this changing scenario, the research in retailing is prolific, with multiple scientific
researches aiming both at identifying the impacts and areas of application of advanced
technologies within retail processes and outlining and conceptualising the sector’s innovation
trajectories. However, the interest in retail education appears to be more limited (Pantano et
al., 2020) and does not have the same spread within all disciplinary fields that nowadays
interplay within the retail system. Assuming a disciplinary perspective, marketing education
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appear to be the areas that first recognised how the relevance of retail transformations needed
updating in terms of both competencies and learning approaches. Grewal et al. (2018) address
the issue by examining major changes in retail and consumer landscapes, tying them to
changes in retail education. Taking a historical view on retailing education, the authors
highlight its past, its present, and the likely future of retailing technologies and education,
emphasising how technologies must become an opportunity to enhance active learning.
Within the editorial introducing the 2018 special issue “Educating the Retailers of
Tomorrow” in the Journal of Marketing Education, Roggeveen and Beitelspacher (2018)
provide insights on innovative teaching methods, innovative pedagogical tools, and an
overview of retailing education. The first two sections, in particular, showcase a variety of
educational experiences. On the one hand, they demonstrate the effectiveness of experiential,
situated and skill-based learning (Lange et al., 2018; Rhee, 2018), able to provide wins for
students, partnering retailers, and faculty when retailing curricula developed cross-functional
partnerships with retailers. On the other hand, these experiences demonstrate how innovative
pedagogical tools can be incorporated into classrooms to improve students’ knowledge and
skills to effectively integrate relevant retail issues (e.g. Mobile Retailing, Corporate Social
Responsibility) (Beitelspacher & Rodgers, 2018; Fischbach & Guerrero, 2018). The
experiential nature of all the described learning experiences is consistent within the special
issue’s articles. This approach results in a student’s active involvement with consequent
positive impacts on knowledge advancements through hands-on activities and reflective
practices. Similarly, faculty and retailers jointly benefit from exploring contemporary
challenges in retailing (Lange et al., 2018) and allowing retailers to reflect on the
competencies of young prospective practitioners.

The experience-based learning approach is also crucial from a retail management perspective
and, of course, a retail design perspective. Soft skill development, simulated navigation of
roles, support in pursuing success, and bridging the gap between textbook and real-world
emerge as the main positive outcomes for students in participating in comprehensive course
projects exposing them to work with retailers or companies to solve particular issues the firm
faces (Jones et al., 2021). Similarly, the need for collaboration in educational curricula
between educational institutions, here, in particular, Higher Educational Institutions (HEIs),
professionals and retailers, becomes crucial to provide students with up-to-date competencies
suited to the changing retail sector. Technology-driven changes, specifically, have rekindled
attention to retail education. The technological transformation’s speed indeed imposes a need
to provide digital skills (or hard skills). However, it simultaneously requires reinforcing soft
skills to understand and fully exploit the potential of new technologies (Woods et al., 2022).
This viewpoint has also been adopted by retail design. Research and theoretical
conceptualisations in this area are still scarce but sufficient to signal a renewed need both to
redefine the role of design in contemporary retail and to investigate the expected
competencies of future retail designers. Mainly assuming an interior design perspective,
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Quartier et al. (2020) claim a need for a multi-dimensional competence model to frame all
the required contemporary competencies (in terms of knowledge, abilities, skills, and
attitudes) and to cope with future change dynamically. A set of meta-competences and multi-
level retail design competencies was framed, bringing together design, research, socio-
cultural studies, communication, branding, marketing, omnichannel and management. This
multi-dimensional perspective at the core of the design approach is also mirrored in retail
design research and learning experiences, thus both developing HEIs curricula capable of
increasing digital literacy in knowledge-intensive and creative sectors harmonising new
educational methods (e.g. Massive Open Online Courses MOOCs) within project-based
design studios (lannilli et al., 2019a) and merging transdisciplinary, theoretical and
operational knowledge in design and experiential-based learning (Iannilli et al., 2019b).

3. The need of a holistic approach to contemporary retail design

Today, retail design can be considered as a specific transdisciplinary design discipline, which
concerns the design of virtual or physical spaces for selling products, services and/or brands
to consumers (Quartier et al., 2020). In their works Quartier et al., try to update the list of
competencies and skills needed in contemporary retail design, with an eye on both
educational and professional finalities. The authors (2017) set the new requirements for the
retail designer in the age of phygit, asserting that now more than ever designers should
assume a holistic approach and that trans-disciplinary work is necessary to manage the
complexity of customer experience. They further argue that the approach to the contemporary
retail designers’ education path should be aimed at: (i) understanding how digital
technologies can be applied and how they work; (ii) ability to generate creative ideas; (iii)
ability to think across channels starting from the customer journey and technology
integration, considering variables and conditional factors.

Architects’ and designers’ work is typically characterized by the use of tools. Some meet the
coordinative functions as objects of persuasive communication while others help to develop
a general understanding of an idea or a task and others still may work as recall of design
principles, approaches, methods or open questions. Still, some others help to keep control of
the activities and materials while others represent the design decisions to a predetermined
level of detail and technical precision (Langa & Lougao, 2013). The new directions in retail
experience design raise questions about which educational and professional tools need to be
integrated in designers’ educational path. Firstly, the questions address which tools designers
use to generate creative ideas, to think across channels and, to integrate technology. Further,
it is to understand how these tools have been modified or need to be updated to be respondent
to the new requirements. Furthermore is important to understand how to foster trans-
disciplinary work; and facilitate the dialogue and the exchange of ideas and concepts between
the different, heterogeneous actors during the customer experience design process. This
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discourse is a necessary premise to understanding the motivations underlying this work,
which describes the experience in the “Fashion Retail Experience Studio” course held within
the Design for the Fashion System master degree - Politecnico di Milano. Building on the
strong and established relationship between design and experiential learning theories (Iannilli
et al., 2022), several tools were involved in the teaching activities aiming at letting the
students gain “some intellectual concepts from the very beginning that become part of a
practical activity enriching it” (Dewey J., 1961). The course has been structured following
design-project phases, namely: “meta design”, the first project phase including a research and
analysis step and an early concept definition step; “concept development”, the phase in
which the concept starts to be shaped and its meaning defined; “project definition” is when
all the details are defined and the final project is clearly described in all its parts.

The tools map (fig. 1) correlates project phases and project tools, moreover, since retail
customer experience design is a transdisciplinary activity, and so are the tools used, a label
shows from which discipline each tool originates. It is interesting to notice the presence of
some overlapping of labels between the disciplines regarding some of the tools, that is where
transdisciplinary and holistic-approach work happens. Even if the map cannot still be
considered exhaustive, and has improvement margins, it has been a good starting point in the
choice-making process for the tools to use in the course as didactic tools.

METADESIGN CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT PROJECT DEFINITION
PROJECT RESEARCH AND CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT IMPLEMENTATION
ANALYSIS
PHASES]
PROJECT TOOLS ® Business Model Map, Moodboard ® Customer journey Paper Store Kit
map,
. @ SWOT analysis Customer Experience ® Customer journey. Tactile Path
® Business Storyboard omnichannel map,
Desi @ Brand Identity Prism Bubble Diagram ® Touchpoints map, Exercise in Style
esign
i - o~ Scenario Envisioning, ® Instore Journey map, Mock-up
® Marketing Moodbosard
n @ 24h Inventory Research Boards Paper Store Kit Wireframes
Tecl e
@ Life stripe spread ® Van Tongeren Narrative Emotion Technical drawinas

Platform

@ Empathy map_ Development Model

@ Fictional Characters
Board

Figure 1. Retail Design Experience Tools Map.

4. Fashion Retail Experience Studio — In-class experience

The “Fashion Retail Experience Studio” course addressed in this work dates back at spring
2022, at Politecnico di Milano. It involved sixty-eight international students attending
Fashion System mater degree, at their first year of study, a team of four retail experience
design professors with strong professional backgrounds and Deutsche Telekom, a
telecommunications company, providing solutions for business and corporate customers. The
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students, divided into teams of five to six people, were asked to design the concept of a
phygital retail experience, able to create innovative and valuable relationships among
contemporary consumers and fashion products, services and physical/digital spaces.

The students were guided through the whole course, with frontal lessons and individual in-
class activities supported by specific tools, aimed at consolidating key concepts and/or having
a first-hand experience in applying them. In the design process, as group work, students were
guided to the use of specific tools aimed at clarifying and supporting the organization,
creation, communication and discussion of concepts and ideas. For the individual work, the
tools used were: the “24h inventory” tool and the “empathy map”. The 24h inventory activity
aimed at consolidating the ability to analyse consumers’ habits and preferences. The empathy
map, from the marketing field, helps to schematize knowledge about end-users in order to
create understanding of user needs in decision-making processes. In the group work, through
the design process, the students were supported by the following tools: “research boards”,
“scenario moodboard”, “fictional characters”, “personas” “customer journey map”,
“storyboard”. In the first project phase of research and analysis, students were asked to
organize their research using research boards. This tool was specifically adapted to the course
requirements, for helping students at categorizing their research findings on technology
applications by specific focuses. “Scenario moodboards” were used to visually describe the
first project’s concepts and directions. “Fictional characters” and “personas” were used to
understand and describe the ideal customer to whom the project is addressed, by describing
lifestyle, personal interests, and tastes, in a schematic and visual way. “Customer journey
map” belongs to the concept development phase, and aims at the description of all the steps
through which the customers go while approaching the purchasing experience, also
considering pre- and post-purchase steps, and possible variations. The “storyboard” tool, also
referred to the concept development phase, clarifies the details of “customer journey map”,
by the use of a narrative example. Following the briefing agreed with the company involved,
the course stopped at concept development phase, since students were not asked to build real-
size simulations or actual prototypes of their ideas.

5. Conclusions

Retail designers of the present and next generations need to develop a sharp view on the
transformations happening and an extensive set of competencies and skills, which will allow
them to understand and operate in the increasing complexity of contemporary retail design
and customer experience. In this work a teaching experience is presented, where
transdisciplinary tools were designed and/or reframed to help develop a holistic view and
comprehension while designing complex phygital retail systems. Withdrawing from related
literature, the tools adopted refer to the disciplines involved in retail esperience design,
namely: the “24h inventory” tool belongs to the realm of social studies on consumption, as
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an observation tool; “empathy map”, “fictional characters” and “personas” are part of
marketing and user experience design disciplines; “research boards”, “scenario moodboard”,
and “storyboard” come from the design realm; “customer journey map” is a intersciplinary
tool used in the collaboration between management, marketing, information-technology and
design disciplines. The tools involved in the teaching experience described in this work were
specifically aimed at developing the ability to generate creative ideas (“research boards”,
“scenario moodboard”, and “storyboard”) and ability to think across channels considering
variables and conditional factors (“24h inventory”, “empathy map”, “fictional characters”,
“personas”, “customer journey map”). The requirement of understanding how digital
technologies can be applied and how they work, was covered during the course as well, with
the aid of frontal lessons delivered in the class, desktop and case study research conducted
by students. With this work, our contribution lies in gaining a better understanding of how
the developments of digitalisation and omni-channel retailing influence the education of
(future) retail designers, and of how tools borrowed from professionals’ experience and from
different disciplines can be integrated in the learning experience, with the aim of applying a
holistic approach to retail experience design. Although improvements can still be applied to
future versions of the course, specifically in the development of specific tools related to the
aims of the didactic activities, the learning outcomes were satisfying, and the students’

engagement was high.
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