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Abstract:  Millennials and GenZ’s values are transforming the retail landscape, 

increasing the demand for purpose-driven and generous brands (Davies, 
2015). Though current retail design practice leverages generational 
insights, a disconnect remains between the retail store’s purpose and 
these conscious consumers who are driven by environmental and social 
responsibility (MLS Group, 2014, Makhija-Chimnani, 2014). Design 
education cultivates a future-driven mindset; rather than retailers 
designing for these generations, engaging Millennial and GenZ students 
in the design process, contributing their ideologies, through a 
collaborative studio that engages retail design practitioners can advance 
both practice and academia. This multi-disciplinary studio asks both 
students and practitioners to shift the retail conversation towards 
generosity, sustainability and redefining the purpose of the retail store. 
Emblematic of the retail design practice, this studio brings interior, visual 
communication, and industrial design students together with 
internationally recognized professionals to explore the theoretical, 
conceptual, and professional practice of sustainable retail design. 

 



Learning Objectives: Student’s Learning Objectives: 

• Recognize the core principles and process of retail experience design 
• Explore the evolving retail design process, as defined by the 

instructor, of designing for generosity and sustainability 
• Understand how design research is integrated within the design 

process to establish design strategies  
• Identify and analyze examples of in-category and outside-category 

retail design. 
• Analyze and redefine the customer journey to align with the brands 

purpose 
• Analyze the product lifecycle to develop a service design that aligns 

within the 
• Apply human, physical and digital touchpoints within the customer 

journey 
• Gain insights into the multi-disciplinary practice of retail design, the 

role of each discipline and how to collaborate to realize a physical 
experience  

• Gain exposure to many different retail design firms and how they 
operate.  

 
Professional’s Learning Objectives: 

• Explore the evolving retail design process, as defined by the 
instructor, of designing for generosity and sustainability 

• Gain insights on the values and ethics of these generations by 
engaging them in the process 

• Understand the desired purpose (programmatic elements/service 
design) of the retail store and how these generations translate their 
values into meaningful retail experiences  

• Comprehend the human, physical, and digital touchpoints that 
connect to these generations 

• Challenged to consider how sustainability can impact retail and create 
non-traditional retail experiences 

 
 
Criteria:  Student teams were not given a specific brand, set of programmatic 

requirement, or a specific site to design within, but rather a problem to 
solve through a physical experience: Currently the success of a retail 
design relies heavily on sales per square foot, but what if it was measured 
instead by the relationship developed between the customer, product, 
and the cultivation of a community around the brand’s purpose? What 
would that physical experience be?  



The teams were also not given a set of final deliverables, instead through 
consultation with the professor and mentoring design firm, their 
presentation was based off their design concept and strategy for their 
selected brand and the appropriate story that needed to be 
communicated. All teams were required to communicate their design 
strategy for physical, digital, and human touchpoints within the customer 
journey, how the programmatic elements within the store shifted from 
the typical retail store to align with the brand’s purpose, and how the 
space cultivated a community of conscious consumers. 
 
 

Process: The semester began with a theoretical discussion where professionals 
listened to millennials and GenZ students express their personal ethics 
and beliefs and how that impacts their purchased and rational behind 
visiting the physical store. Over the first 3 weeks, the professor 
introduced readings, presented lectures on the principles and process of 
retail design and stagey, and presented case studies of generous brand 
store designs. Based on their ethics, each team selected an on-line only 
brand to design a physical experience.  

 
Weekly meetings with designers and research strategists from four 
influential retail agencies provided students with collaborative ideation, 
interactive workshops, and project feedback throughout the first half of 
the semester to guide students through the process of design research 
and development.  

 
One firm hosted a gallery-style mid-term review where students 
presented two concepts for their selected brand, professionals provided 
students with design direction, and professionals gained exposure to new 
brands and design elements that resonate with these generations.  
 
Final design proposals were presented in an open exhibition with 
representation from seven local design agencies. A multi-disciplinary jury 
of practitioners from the four firms involved during the semester along 
with VMSD Magazine editors, who sponsored the studio and 
documented the process for magazine articles, awarded the most 
innovative project with the opportunity to present during the 
International Retail Design Conference (IRDC).  

 
Concluding the studio, a third party from the University conducted focus 
groups, gathering students’ and professionals’ responses to the studio’s 
process and outcomes. 

 
 



Presentation  
Method: Teams submitted physical and digital presentations throughout the term, 

delivering digital process documentation books during conference calls 
with design firms, physically presenting posters at the mid-term and final 
exhibit, and creating videos to inform the jury of their projects / brands 
prior to the final presentation. The final presentation was in the form of a 
poster presentation, teams had a 6’x6’ space to fill with their visual 
materials.  

 
  
Evaluation: The project was evaluated separately by the instructor throughout the 

semester. The winning project was evaluated by a multi-disciplinary jury 
of retail practitioners and VMSD Magazine editors (see attached jury 
grading sheet).  

 
The project was graded by the instructor in 5 segments throughout the 
semester totaling 200 points:  
 
a. Brand Research…Precedent Analysis… Consumer Identity… Inspiration 

25 pts. 
 

b. Position…Strategy… Customer Journey 25 pts. 
c. Schematic Design 25 pts. 
d. Final Design Proposal 75 pts. 
e. Process Journal 50 pts.  

 
 
 
Credits:  3 
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The	Project:	Cultivating	a	Community		
Redefining	the	PURPOSE	of	Retail	based	on	a	set	of	shared	
values	in	order	to	create	a	more	sustainable	retail	culture		
	 	
Context:	
In	retail	design,	retailers	are	always	striving	to	be	on	the	forefront,	to	make	their	mark	and	beat	
the	 competition	 to	 the	 punch.	Many	 retailers	 look	 to	 grow	 their	 current	 business	 by	 filling	 a	
niche	 in	 the	market	 that’s	missing.	While	 other	 retailers	 are	 trying	 to	 reinvent	 themselves	 to	
stay	relevant	or	ahead	of	the	curve	by	connecting	more	viscerally	to	their	consumers.	With	the	
rise	of	environmental	and	social	responsibility,	“Generous	Brands”	are	redefining	what	it	means	
to	be	a	retailer	and	transforming	the	landscape	of	retail	experiences.	They	are	creating	products	
with	the	intent	of	not	simply	selling	a	product	but	to	create	a	social	and	environmental	impact.		
	
Culturally,	we	are	on	the	cusp	of	a	retail	demographic	shift,	transitioning	from	Millennials	to	Gen	
Z.	Insights	from	both	generations’	consumer	behaviors	are	transforming	the	landscape	of	retail	
and	 retail	 design.	 Studies	 show	 that	 these	 generations	 intend	 to	 change	 the	world,	making	 it	
more	environmentally	 and	 socially	 conscious.	Overwhelmingly,	Millennials	believe	 that	people	
and	 corporations	 should	be	 active	 citizens	working	 towards	 the	betterment	 of	 their	 local	 and	
global	 communities	 through	 environmentally	 and	 socially	 sustainable	 business	 practices	
(Makhija-Chimnani,	Nidhi,	2014).	A	survey	by	Sparks	&	Honey	(2014)	reveals	that	60%	of	GenZ	
aspire	 to	 have	 jobs	 that	make	 a	 difference	 and	 have	 a	 social	 impact	 and	 76%	 are	 concerned	
about	humanity’s	impact	on	the	planet.	Both	generations’	consumer	behaviors	further	support	
this	agenda:	 customers	are	 speaking	with	 their	purchases	and	becoming	more	 loyal	 to	brands	
that	share	their	values.		
	
As	part	of	this	generation,	YOU	identified	your	values	as:	Equality,	Relationships,	Serving	Others,	
&	Future	Generations,	and	the	Natural	Environment.	
	
To	design	a	retail	experience	for	those	brands	that	connect	deeply	with	these	values,	we	must	
start	by	redefining	the	PURPOSE	of	retail!	
	
As	 digital	 natives,	 your	 generation	 also	 demands	 authentic	 and	 transparent	 retail	 storytelling.	
However,	few	retailers	are	effectively	capturing	these	values	within	their	retail	environment	and	
product	merchandising.	Instead,	they	are	relying	on	their	digital	presence	to	communicate	their	
principles	to	their	consumers.	Thus,	consumers	continue	to	struggle	with	the	ability	to	find	and	
support	brands	that	share	their	values,	to	change	their	consumption	behaviors,	to	reduce	their	
environmental	 impact,	 and	 prolong	 a	 product’s	 lifecycle.	 As	 retail	 designers,	 we	must	 create	
meaningful	human	experiences	that	capture	these	values,	leveraging	storytelling	elements	as	an	
experience	to	transform	physical	perceptions	and	to	communicate	their	ideology.		

This	begs	these	questions:		

What	is	the	future	of	retail?		

How	would	your	generation	redefine	the	PURPOSE	of	the	retail	store	to	align	with	your	values?		

How	can	retail	as	a	“third	space”	cultivate	a	community	with	a	set	of	shared	values?	



How	can	strategic	storytelling	within	physical	environment	create	a	visceral	connection	between	
the	customer,	the	product	and	the	producer	(	their	brand	in	order	to	create	a	more	sustainable	
future?		

How	can	the	service	model	of	a	retail	experience	to	promote	their	values?		

How	 can	 the	 design	 of	 the	 store	 educate	 consumers	 and	 influence	 their	 behaviors	 towards	
promote	these	shared	values?	

	

Assignment:	
With	those	questions	in	mind,	you	are	asked	to	seek	out	a	brand	who	aligns	with	your	
team’s	core	values,	a	brand	that	has	built	their	company	on	a	philosophical	approach	
that	extends	beyond	creating	a	product	for	purchase.	The	brand	you	select	should	not	
currently	have	a	physical	retail	experience.		

The	brand	you	discover	is	looking	to	create	their	first	retail	store	experience	in	order	to	
forge	a	stronger	connection	between	their	customer	base,	their	products,	and	their	
brands’	generous	mission.	They	are	looking	to	reinvent	what	it	is	to	be	a	retailer	in	
today’s	marketplace,	redefining	the	retail	journey	and	service	model,	to	go	beyond	
simply	selling	products	in	order	to	cultivate	community.	In	order	to	create	a	new	
experience	for	their	customers,	they	look	for	their	space	to	be	authentic	and	to	tell	their	
transparent	brand	story.	They	are	looking	to	you	as	the	expert	to	propose	a	forward	
thinking	retail	strategy	that	sets	them	apart	in	the	market	as	a	“generous	brand”	and	
grow	their	company.	The	store	should	aims	to	educate	and	activate	their	mission	while	
providing	an	unparalleled	experience	for	their	customers.		

Throughout	the	duration	of	this	project	you	will	function	like	a	“mini-firm”.	You	will	be	
following	the	retail	design	process	we	will	be	discussing	throughout	the	term	to	create	a	
brand	strategy	that	will	ultimately	result	in	your	final	design	proposal.	You	will	begin	by	
researching	the	brand	to	understand	who	they	are	today	and	where	they	want	to	go	
tomorrow,	gaining	a	rich	understanding	of	their	customer	and	defining	who	their	target	
market	is	for	this	store	experience,	while	sizing	up	the	competition	through	precedent	
analysis.	Through	brain	storming	sessions	you	will	draw	inspiration,	allowing	you	to	
create	your	visual	position	(7	P’s)	and	lead	you	to	define	your	strategic	approach	for	the	
project.	Using	your	strategic	framework,	you	will	design	and	pitch	your	final	concepts	to	
a	jury	of	retail	experts.		

Final	Requirements:		
Requirements	will	be	discussed	for	each	phase	in	a	separate	document.	
	
Evaluation:   
This	project	is	broken	into	5	segments		
The	points	are	distributed	in	the	following	manner:		

a. Brand	Research…Precedent	Analysis…	Consumer	Identity…	Inspiration		25	pts.		
b. Position…Strategy…	Customer	Journey		25	pts.	
c. Schematic	Design		25	pts.	
d. Final	Design	Proposal		75	pts.	
e. Process	Journal		50	pts.	

Total	200	pts.	







Redefining	the	Retail	Experience:	Cultivating	Community	
Redefining	the	PURPOSE	of	Retail	based	on	a	set	of	shared	values	in	
order	to	create	a	more	sustainable	retail	culture 
	

Over	the	course	of	the	spring	semester,	multidisciplinary	teams	comprised	of	seniors	from	
three	of	our	majors	(interior	design,	industrial	design,	and	graphic	communication)	were	asked	
to	reflect	on	their	personal	values	as	Millennials	and	GenZ,	their	concern	for	environmental	and	
social	sustainability,	and	as	digital	natives	the	relationship	between	online	and	physical	retail.	
With	that	in	mind,	they	were	asked	to	define	what	they	desire	from	a	retail	experience.	
Selecting	an	online	brand	that	they	believe	aligns	with	their	ethics,	which	currently	does	not	
have	a	physical	store	experience,	the	teams	were	challenged	to	reinvent	what	it	is	to	be	a	
retailer	in	today’s	marketplace,	reconceptualizing	the	retail	journey	and	service	model	to	go	
beyond	simply	selling	products	in	order	to	cultivate	a	conscious	community.		

In	order	to	create	a	more	sustainable	future,	these	millennials	&	GenZ	designers	have	designed	
a	retail	space	that,	from	their	perspectives,	creates	a	meaningful	and	memorable	connection	
between	the	brands’	purpose,	the	product,	the	physical	environment	and	their	values.	They	are	
also	charged	with	redefining	the	service	model	of	a	retail	experience	to	promote	their	personal	
values	and	the	values	of	the	brand.	Leveraging	their	design	research,	the	teams	have	developed	
a	strategy	of	retail	storytelling	elements	(physical	and	digital)	that	take	the	customer	on	a	new	
retail	journey	to	not	only	communicate	the	brands’	ideologies,	but	to	also	educate	consumers	
and	influence	behaviors	toward	environmental	and	social	good.		

The	students	were	challenged	to	answer	the	following	questions:	
	

• How	can	the	retail	experience	be	redefined	in	order	to	capture	the	values	of	Millenials	
and	GenZ	(generosity	and	social/environmental	sustainability)?	

	
• How	can	strategic	 storytelling	create	a	visceral	connection	between	the	customer,	 the	

physical	environment,	and	the	brand?		
	

• How	can	the	service	model	of	a	retail	experience	be	designed	to	promote	brand	values?	
	

• How	can	retail	as	a	“third	space”	cultivate	a	community	with	a	set	of	shared	values?		
	

• How	 can	 the	 design	 of	 the	 store	 educate	 consumers	 and	 influence	 their	 behaviors	
towards	environmental/social	good?	

	
	
	
	



Jury	Review	Criteria	
Please	rate	each	team	in	each	category	from	1-5,	where	5	is	the	highest	and	1	is	the	lowest.	
 
Design	Research		

_____	Insights	&	Research	

_____	Brand	Strategy		

Notes:	

	

	

Innovation	/	Concept	Development		

_____Experience	-	Customer	Journey	(Programmatic	Physical	&	Digital	Touchpoints)	

_____Experience	–	Storytelling	(Translation	of	online	to	physical	experience		

_____Millennial	&	GenZ	Values	(Creation	of	Community	beyond	product	sales)	

_____Environmental	&	Social	Sustainability		

Notes:	

	

	

Presentation	

_____Video	

_____	Visual	Presentation	and	Verbal	Communication	

Notes:	

 



    Brand Similarities

Materials   sustainable
    eco-wood 
    100% recyclable cardboard 
    paper from well-managed forests
   
Generosity    contribute to green practices 
    planting projects

Values   responsibilty
    ability of design
    collaboration 
    community

Client     millennials
    eco-conscious 
    upper middle class

Marketing  be unique
    bigger impact, better tomorrow
    large social media presence (instagram)

Together, these brands have the potential 
to change the way customers not only 
shop, but learn and behave. They each 
have strong media outreach, thoughtful 
design and generosity. A physical retail 
presence will further emphasize their 
message for increased profit and social 
and environmental impact.

Why They Work

“At boxed water, we believe 
in better. Better water, better 
packaging, better design 
and better communities.”

Boxed Water is a sustainable water company that is 
changing the way water is sold, shipped and consumed. 

Product     drinking water

Price      $$

Generosity    sensibly source 
    reduce footprint      
    #retree

Partners   The National Forest Foundation
    1% For The Planet

Goal    provide consumers a better 
    option when purchasing water
    plant 1 million trees by 2020

Competitors

“WeWOOD combines 
unique object design with 
the need for greater care 
and attention to our planet.”

WeWOOD Watches are made from 100% 
natural reclaimed and repurposed woods.

Product     watches 
    eyewear

Price      $$$

Generosity    buy a watch, plant a tree

Partners   Trees For The Future 
    Treedom 
    American Forests

Goal    restore Mother Nature 
    plant 1 million trees by 2020

Competitors 

2017 Winning Project - WeWOOD + Boxed Water



FESTIVAL POP-UP SHOP
Decomposing partition/stands 
Small footprint
Space is product itself

Photobooth
You post, We plant
Community Awareness

Eyewear etching
Etch name or event
Instant keepsake

Responsible
Refreshing
Natural
Renewed

Inspiring
Cultivating
Artistic 

One of a Kind
Treasure 
Personal   
Crafted
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Decomposing & Re-growing
Where packaging is necessary, it 
will be thoughtfully designed to be 
decomposable, therefore eliminating 
waste. Seeds will also be woven within 
packaging material in hopes that 
customers will wish to plant their own 
trees at home.

Do More, Use Less.

Recycling & Reclaiming
By encouraging customers to bring 
in recycled materials to be made 
into new product, WW & BW can 
reduce their footprint, add a story 
to each product, and ultimately 
changing the way their customers 
shop and behave.

Products & Packaging
While these brands currently create 
great products, improving the 
quality and decreasing packaging 
can help prevent overconsumerism. 
Customers will value products that 
last, teaching them the importance 
of reduced consumption.

Repair, Re-purpose, & Recycle
In-store product repair will improve 
product longevity and decrease customer 
consumption. Brand messaging will also 
promote product re-use such as DIY 
projects instore and at home. Lastly, old 
and broken products are encouraged to 
be recycled back into new material.
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SEMI-PERMANENT SPACE
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CAFE/GREENSHOUSE
Greenhouse   
Local foods and herbs  
Water bar

Responsible
Refreshing
Natural

WOOD/CRAFTSMAN AREA
Craftsman Area
Turn old wood into watch
Instant keepsake

One of a Kind
Treasure
Transformative 
Personal
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CO M M U N I T Y  C L A S S R O O M
Non-profit meetings
Gardening classes  
Nutrition consulting 

Life Enrichment
Inspiring
Uplifting
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2017 Honorable Mention Project - OLIBERTE 

POS & REPAIR

WE ARE AFRICA

complimentary DIY repair 
kits for first time shoe buyers

“We Are Africa” wall 
features a map of Africa from 
the soles of the shoes

screens display photos from 
social media that contain the 
#weareafrica to promote 
community and loyalty 
within the customers
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the soles of the shoes
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community and loyalty 
within the customers

Oliberté is a sustainable lifestyle brand supporting workers’ rights in sub-Saharan Africa. Locally 
sourced factories, materials, and machinery focus on providing jobs and a better way of life to 
bring people out of poverty rather than simply providing financial support.



IN-STORE

FEATURED WALL

FROM MAKERS TO YOU

allows Oliberté to talk about the journey from the 
makers in Africa to the community of the store

discusses the shoe making process

connect the physical journey from maker 
to repair, to community room
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MAKER ZONE + SHOE WALL

MAKERS MOVEMENT

makers from Africa work in store to create
shoes right in front of the customers’ eyes

customers and makers have a cultural exchange

custom and unique featured products right in store

directly impacted by Oliberté’s generosity 
elevates the brand soul
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OLIBERTÉ l Process Doc l OSU SP-2017

6: FINAL DELIVERABLES

FLAGSHIP STORE - FLOOR PLAN

Featured wall 
display

Maker space

Lounge

Shoe display

Community space Restroom

Repair zone POS
Storage

LAYOUT & FLOW

The final store layout has three main (The maker 
space, Community space, and repair space) 
and three smaller touch points (POS, Product 
display, and comfort lounge). The maker space 
is placed on the front of the store to represent 
what we do as a generous brand. Customers can 
engage and interact with the professional shoe 
maker from Africa. Community space is placed 
on the second-floor for the community outreach 

program or DIY shoe repair class, etc. The 
professional cobbler in the repair space could 
help people for the product longevity. These 
three main touch points are well supported 
by placing three smaller touch points of POS, 
display and lounge to not only create efficient 
circulation but also let people learn the brand 
through experiencing the space. 

O L I B E R T É  P H Y S I C A L  S PAC E



COMMUNITY OUTREACH

FESTIVAL POP-UP SHOP
Decomposing partition/stands 
Small footprint
Space is product itself

Photobooth
You post, We plant
Community Awareness

Eyewear etching
Etch name or event
Instant keepsake

Responsible
Refreshing
Natural
Renewed

Inspiring
Cultivating
Artistic 

One of a Kind
Treasure 
Personal   
Crafted

visualize an extension of the flagship store 
marquee representation of the Oliberte brand
temporary forms of retail engagement

balance between “maker” process and 
high-quality apparel company
one half of the hut would be a scaled replica of 
the maker space found in the flagship store; the 
other half would resemble some of the product
arrangements found in the feature wall
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COMMUNITY OUTREACH
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