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Abstract

The digital and technological transformation, whose effects have profoundly influenced the last
two decades, and which has recently undergone a sudden acceleration, changed how fashion
brands produce, sells and communicate and also how individuals come into contact with fashion, ex-
perience, share, and “consume” it. Within this framework, fashion has progressively embraced and
incorporated technologies in the retail system opening up to new opportunities in terms of commu-
nication and distribution strategies, pushing towards an increased integration between physical and
digital systems. In the light of current consumer dynamics, the omnichannel approach is evolving
into a phygital one, with the progressive merging of the material and digital dimensions. Retail spaces
are undergoing a process of proliferation and integration of channels, multiplication of messages
and narratives, increase of services resulting in a new “augmented” scenario. Assuming a design
perspective, the paper aims to investigate the nature and the impact of digital transformation in
fashion retailing, with a focus on in-store technologies and their relationship with spaces and the
customer journey, identifying, starting from the most recent fashion retail concepts, some possible
scenarios and innovation trajectories.

Keywords: Fashion Retailing; Consumption Scenarios; Omnichannel; Phygital; Design Innovation
Trajectories.
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Introduction

A transformation process characterizes the current competitive context of fashion retail due to a com-
bined effect of social, technological, economic, and cultural processes. The most evident scenarios are
the new consumption behaviors," the acceleration of the digitalization of processes,* a changing rela-
tionship between brand and consumers,? between product and consumer,* and the emergence of frag-
mentation and integration of sales channels.’

The COVID19 pandemic has accelerated the trends already well underway, with shopping shifting to
digital channels. In the eight months of the closure of physical stores, e-commerce’s share of fashion sales
nearly doubled from 16% to 29% globally, jumping forward equal to six years of growth.6 E-commerce
players, such as Asos, Farfetch Uk, Revolve, and Zalando, have consistently outperformed in 2020. By
August, such digital-first players were trading 3 5 percent higher, on average, than they did in December
2019.7

The digital transformation phenomenon has an irreversible impact on the retail sector, drastically trans-
forming its business models,® the purchasing process and the development of new sales formats and
concepts,® increasingly designed leveraging data and analytics to predict footfall, manage assortments
and built personalized offerings.*®

Significant changes in consumer behavior,"" increasingly oriented towards digital channels and social
media, push retailers to rethink their approach to the customer™ and to invest in design-driven
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projects:*? consumer-centric'* and oriented to create an integrated and powered shopping experience
from technology. This phenomenon leads to continuous innovation processes.

Design becomes a necessary discipline precisely because of its ability to give meaning to that system of
production, which today shows its most immaterial part.”s Design-driven innovation is an incremental
innovation, which introduces an extensive network of meanings into the market not only in the form
of objects, but also in the form of discourses, expressions, stories, said and written words, visual images,
signs, metaphors and places. Design renews the sense of things, it produces new meanings, changes
traditions and mentalities. It interprets and adopts the representations of a society and its imagery and,
through processes of material and immaterial innovation, produces new ones.*®

Technological advances offer new and different accessibility to products and services, generating strong
strategic and meaningful implications on the format and concept of the physical store.”” From a busi-
ness perspective, the increase in information from new digital interactions with customers drives the
change. Understanding the customers’ buying journeys, capturing and analyzing information drives
the purchasing decisions and further alters the business models to align the key sources and competitive
strategies with the new channel and supply chain configuration.™®

The transition from a multi-channel retail process, in which consumers interface with different chan-
nels under the same brand but separate from each other, to an omnichannel one, in which the channels
are integrated, results in a Seamless Customer Experience. Consumers move seamlessly between the
physical and digital touchpoints within a single transaction process and a coherent brand narrative ex-
perience.

The rapid diftusion of new technologies such as smartphones, apps, social networks, and the growing
importance of in-store technological solutions create new opportunities and challenges for retailers*®
and a new field of design experimentation.*

The customer experience is optimized through the synergic management of channels and technologies,
favoring design processes capable of organizing, narrating, and objectifying the offer system.

Recent studies indicate how the omnichannel context involves interfacing with a multidimensional sys-
tem in which it is necessary to consider a series of factors, such as brand familiarity, personalization,
perceived value, and availability to technology as factors that influence an omnichannel experience. In
a single purchase, consumers use a variety of channels, including social media and mobile apps: nearly
30% follow brands on social media, 75% research online before visiting a store, and 6% use a mobile
device for research related to the shopping. Consumers who do online or mobile research are almost
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twice as likely to use mobile technology while shopping in the shop.*" Furthermore, the interaction
between multiple points of contact improves the overall customer experience.**

In this scenario, alongside digital transformation, we observe how 8 5% of retail sales still take place in the
physical store,** underlining how the physical store would continue to play a vibrant role, an essential
contact point for generating compelling brand experiences.

Creating an optimal experience** remains a central purpose for companies, especially with regard to
“made in” goods.*S Recognition of the centrality of the experiential value in building relationships be-
tween consumer and company guides the strategic choices of those digital-native brands (Warby Parker,
Bonobo, Amazon, Glossier, etc.), shifting part of their strategies to the physical channel. The new “phy-
gital” shop integrates the physical experience with the virtual one, providing an “augmented” experience.

In this context, many questions arise on the role and transformation of the physical retail space in the
omnichannel experience*® and a changed consumer scenario. And also, about how the store experience
is transformed when it is enhanced by digital technologies*” and how design can intervene in the pro-
cess of “translating” an increasingly integrated and extended customer journey into a technologically

equipped physical space.

This study explores the future of the physical store in a context in which all retail customers are now
omnichannel and physical retail is called to a new resemantization.

The in-store experience*® is now augmented by technology, and selling is not just about goods and
services but includes participation and co-creation of functions, activities, responsibilities, and experi-
ences.*® Based on qualitative research conducted on case studies, the article aims to conduct exploratory
research on the innovation trajectories of the physical shop in its transformation into phygital retail with
a selection of emerging consumer scenarios.
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To achieve this aim, the paper proceeds along two lines: on the one hand, it frames the store in its re-
lationship with the brand and the market context, investigating its role, experiences, and services in a
consumer context profoundly modified by digital transformation and globalization processes. On the
other hand, it tries to trace some trajectories of innovation of the role of the store in the broader om-
nichannel architecture.

Customer-Experience Evolution

From Product Oriented to Store Centrality

Creating a customer experience as a competitive lever?® gives the environmental context a central role in
activating meaningful experiences.?’ Environmental stimulations acquire motivation in their ability to
provide specific responses; they initiate a complex sequence of behavioral responses by approaching and
extending contact with the stimulation, benefiting from it, or by moving away and avoiding it. Thus,
perception is in a holistic context where it is considered an active and creative process that goes beyond
the simple data captured by sight and hearing. People participate in reality through their organic con-
stitution and their physiological and psychological activity.?* The interest in generating an emotional
and experiential interaction between products and consumers in business has deep roots. Since the first
studies on persuasion processes,?? purchase motivations,?* or desire strategy,?* research into purchas-
ing behavior and motivations evolved from focusing on products and advertising® to a more excellent
orientation towards purchasing activities.’” While the research of Tauber?® highlighted the existence
of extra-economic motivations for shopping, recognizing the central role of the shop, it is with Kotler
that the store’s environment and atmosphere are recognized as an instrument capable of influencing
consumers during their purchasing activities. Atmospherics is defined by Kotler, as “the effort to de-
sign buying environments to produce specific emotional effects in the buyer that enhance his purchase

probability.”3°

Despite the limitations of this seminal research,*° there is now a growing interest in those environmen-
tal factors that can influence consumer perception and behavior. According to Tai and Fung,*" from
a methodological point of view, it is possible to distinguish between contributions that have analyzed
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31.  Pine and Gilmore, The Experience Economy, 1999.
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35.  Ernst Dichter, The Strategy of Desire. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1960.

36.  Pierre Martineau, Motivation in advertising, Mc Grow-Hill, New York, 1957.

37. Edward M. Tauber, “Why do people shop”. Journal of Marketing, 36(4) (October 1972): 46-49; Kotler, “Atmospherics”,
1974.

38.  Tauber, “Why do people shop”, 1972.
39. Kotler. “Atmospherics”, 1974, p.50.

40.  Robert J. Donovan and John R. Rossiter, “Store atmosphere: an environmental psychology approach”. Journal of Retail-
ing, 58 (1) (Spring 1982): 34-57; Julie Baker, Michael Levy, and Dhruv Grewal. “An experimental approach to making
retail store environmental decisions”. Journal of Retailing, 68 (Winter 1992): 445-460.
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the emotional impact on consumer behavior from single variables such as music,** scent,** and color#
to those that have emphasized the more comprehensive and integrated, holistic aspect. In particular,
from a holistic point of view, a further distinction can be made between studies that adopted a method-
ological approach without model-based investigation and those that adopted a model-based investigation.
The first approach recognizes that sensory information from the environment affects cognitive and af-
fective states, influencing buyer behavior* and purchase decisions.*® The second approach is based on
contributions from environmental psychology and uses the PAD model of Mehrabian and Russell.#”
The PAD model, based on the cognitive Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) model, describes and
measures emotional states. PAD uses three numerical dimensions, pleasure, arousal, and dominance, to
represent all emotions. The central idea is that physical environments influence people through their
emotional impact.** This model has significantly contributed to understanding the relationship be-
tween the shop environment and consumer behavior by showing that the emotional states experienced
by the individual within the physical shop significantly influence purchasing behavior.

Holbrook and Hirschman*® propose a phenomenological approach in which experience is conceived as
aflow of “fantasies, feelings and fun” that interprets consumption as a “primarily subjective state of con-
sciousness with a variety of symbolic meanings, hedonic responses and aesthetic criteria.”s® The involve-
ment of new disciplines, such as neurophysiology, biophysics, and design, has expanded the knowledge
of perceptual and cognitive phenomena concerning sensory stimulation. The “emotional dimension”
was analyzed from the point of view of consumption processes,’* the relationship between sensory stim-
ulation and storage mechanisms,’* as a context for achieving an immersive experience,’? and as an in-
tangible variable equal to the functional ones.s* With the recognition of experiential marketing’s and
the economics of experience,’® the corporate “product” evolves to include communication, services, and
experiences as an economic value, and the physical store takes on a new role. No longer a ‘container’ of
goods and information on brands and products, but a complex space capable of representing the natural
physical extension of the brand and communicating its identity, personality and values to the market.

The strategic value of the physical store is also related to the new branding strategies, less and less linked
to the functional and symbolic values of individual products, and more and more oriented towards the

42.  Laurette Dube, Jean-Charles Chebat and Sylvie Morin. “The effects of background music on consumers desire to affiliate
in buyer-seller interactions”. Psychology & Marketing, 12(4) (Jul 1995): 305-319.

43.  Eric R. Spangenberg, Ayn E. Crowley and Pamela W. Henderson, “Improving the store environment: Do olfactory cues
affect evaluations and behaviors?”. Journal of Marketing, 60(2) (April 1996): 67-80.

44.  Joseph A. Bellizi and Robert E. Hite, “Environmental color, consumer feelings and purchase likelihood”. Psychology €7
Marketing, 9 (September/October 1992): 347-363.

45.  Meyl P. Gardner and George J. Siomkos, “Toward a methodology for assessing effects of in-store atmospherics”. Advances
in consumer research. Association for Consumer Research, 13(1) (January 1986): 27-31.

46.  Barry J. Babin, William R. Darden and Mitch Griffin, “Work and/or Fun: Measuring Hedonic and Utilitarian Shopping
Value”. Journal of Consumer Research, 20 (4) (March 1994): 644-656.

47.  Albert Mehrabian and James A. Russell, 4n approach to environmental psychology (1 ed.). Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.
1974.
48.  Mehrabian and Russell, 4z approach, 197 4.

49.  Morris B. Holbrook and Elizabeth C. Hirschman, “The Experiential Aspects of Consumption: Consumer Fantasies, Feel-
ings, and Fun”. Journal of Consumer Research 9 (2) (September 1982): 132-140.

so. Holbrook and Hirschman, “The Experiential Aspects of Consumption”, 1982, p.132

s1. Elizabeth C. Hirschman and Barbara B. Stern, “The Roles of Emotion in Consumer Research”. Advances in Consumer
Research 26 (1) (1999): 4 -11.

s2. Joseph E. LeDoux, The Emotional Brain. The Mysterious Underpinning of Emotional Life, Simon & Schuster, New York,
1996.

53. Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, Optimal Experience, 1988; Csikszentmihalyi. Flow, 1999.

s4. Donald A. Norman, Emotional Design: Why We Love (or Hate) Everyday Things. Basic Books, 2005.
ss.  Schmitt, Experiential Marketing, 1999.
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diffusion of a “brand universe”s” with which to activate relational processes with the market.s® At the
end of the 9os, the role of the physical store changed radically; it progressively loses its original logis-
tics function, transforming itself into a privileged channel of services, communication and interaction
with consumers. The fashion industry finds its place within the new globally competitive market by
increasing design, creativity, and experience as defining elements while assigning a central role to brand-
ing strategy. The fashion industry implements retail store innovation to display and represent the value
system underlying brand policies. The new brand realm is a physical store located in the most influ-
ential fashion capitals on the new map of global geographies. Concept stores, flagship stores, pop-up
stores represent the place where the brand finds full expression, but above all, the place for creating those
emotional, narrative, and experiential relationships linked to the brand image.5?

Nowadays, consumption choices become a sharing of values and range over the different scenarios pro-
posed, not only as an offer of material goods or products but also as contexts capable of involving new
consumers in collaborative and cooperative activities and experiences.®

From Store Centrality to Phygital Realm

The digital revolution not only transforms tools but initiates the creation of new cultural and opera-
tional practices. High technology is combined with mature technologies, but also with craftsmanship.
Industrial production is supported by as many small-scale productions where makers and additive man-
ufacturing promote new entrepreneurship.®’

Digital transformation impacts on the social context, in daily life, in urban and territorial transforma-
tions, in social relations and in new ways of living space. A landscape that, starting from postmodernity,
reaches contemporaneity and assumes a fluid conformation® and global flows.®> The cultural and eco-
nomic scenario favored by the new digital networks now allows small businesses and micro-productions
to enter a market that was previously inaccessible to them. Anthropological, ethnographic, sociological,
semiotic, historical and artistic research, as well as and design-driven research become a potential vector
for implementing the cultural and significant innovation that characterizes the fashion product, today
at the center of hybridization, contamination, and new interpretations.64 Digital technology triggers
sensitive and relational connections between present and past, stories and images, and, again, between
ordinary and extraordinary. Industry 4.0 of Smart Manufacturing and omnichannel architectures be-
comes light, ethical and sustainable. The objects are now enhanced and enabled by technology; they are
smart and responsive objects, made intelligent by the experimental application of advanced sensors and
capable of interacting with personalization and user profiling applications through the Internet.

In this context, the retail industry also finds opportunities for experimentation and development.
From the first e-retailing experiences® intended to complement a physical store to the advent of

57. Jean-Noél Kapferer and Jean-Claude Thoenig, La marquee. McGraw Hill, Paris, 1992
8. David A. Aaker, Managing Brand Equity. The Free Press, New York, 1991.
59. Andrea Semprini, La marca. Dal prodotto al mercato, dal mercato alla societa. Milano: Lupetti, 1996.

6o.  Alvin TofHler, The Third Wave. New York: Bantam Books, 1980; Hippel, E., Von (1986). “Lead Users: A Source of Novel
Product Concepts”, Management Science, 32,791-805; Che, Y., & Hausch, D. “Cooperative Investments and the Value of
Contracting”. The American Economic Review, 89(1) (1999), 125-147; Prahalad and Venkat, The future, 2004a; Prahalad
and Venkat, “Co-creation Experiences”, 2004b; Lusch and Vargo, “Service Dominant-Logic”, 2006.

61.  Valeria M. Iannilli and Alessandra Spagnoli (eds), Smart Living between cultures and practices. Una prospettiva design ori-
ented. FIRENZE: Mandragora, 2019.

62.  Zygmunt Bauman, Liguid Modernity. Cambridge: Polity, 2000.
63.  Arjun Appadurai, Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. University of Minnesota Press, 1996.

64. Paola Bertola et al., “Connecting identities. How traditional fashion know-how promotes social innovation”. In Sharing
Cultures 2017. Proceedings of sth International Conference on Intangible Heritage, p. 69-76. Barcelos: Green Line Insti-
tute for sustainable development, 2017.

65.  Sarv Devaraj, Fan Ming and Rajiv Koh,i. “Antecedents of B2C channel satisfaction and preference: validation e-commerce
metrics”. Information Systems Research, 13 (3) (September 2002): 316-333; Ruth Marciniak, and Bruce, Margaret. “Iden-

https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2611-0563/13120 49


https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2611-0563/13120

Phyagital Retailing in Fashion. Experiences, Opportunities and Innovation ... ZMJ.Vol.11 n.1 (2021)

m-commerce,®® which amplifies the ubiquity of the retail experience for the end consumer and changes
the in-store experience itself, we arrive at new forms of omnichannel retail. Omnichannel builds new
relationships, participation, and cooperation where the protagonist is often the “creative class.”®”
These are the thinkers, leaders, innovators, influencers, and entrepreneurs who are pushing the cultural
and commercial envelope, developing, designing and marketing the newest products and services. This
depicted scenario constitutes a form of “cooperative brain” as anticipated by Levy.®

Thanks to digitalization, consumers are more likely to influence not only sales but production processes.
The survival of enterprises can no longer be based exclusively on accumulating profit; rather, it must
also be based on creating social value (Societing).*> Within this new perspective, the activity of compa-
nies (and consumers) and their branding strategies are no longer addressed to purely marketing their
products and services; rather, they aim to impact society at large, with all of the consequences that this
entails.”® The spread of new technologies, such as smart mobile devices capable of being supported by
additional tools, contactless technologies such as Radio-Frequency IDentification (RFID), Quick Re-
sponse (QR) codes, Near Field Communication (NFC) and Beacons. Butalso, the current rapid growth
of technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), mobile technologies, Augmented Reality, Virtual
Reality and the Internet of Things (IoT) is totally changing the relationship between consumer and
business by altering the retail landscape again. If creating a recognizable shopping experience remains
the core of consumers’ expectations and company strategies, we are seeing the amplification of the in-
struments through which the players of di economic exchange can create lasting relationships. Fashion
retailers are increasingly adopting in-store technologies”* contributing to a shopping experience more
connected to the provision of services, in order to support the circularity of the customer journey in
the omnichannel experience. Technology in-store enacts added value,” speeds up service and cutting
costs,”? as well as contributing to the integration of channels.”* The rapid diffusion of smartphones,
helped by the expansion of wireless networks, has offered a new and different accessibility to products
and services”s with strong repercussions also on the design of traditional retail spaces.”®

The new retail ecosystem integrates new digital technology that are essential for the triggering of new
interactive practices. The new sales venues, becoming increasingly places of continuity between inside
and outside, between private and public and between real and virtual, reconfigure the sense of the new
smart city. New digital technologies and related design strategies allow new retail stores to integrate both
physical and virtual spaces,”” where socialization, interaction, and co-creation of consumption experi-
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ence’s value with other users become the element enhancing a shopping experience that goes beyond the
traditional in-store product sale. The integration of the digital dimension and the physical retail space
increases the opportunities of creating relationships with customers, also thanks Big Data. Technology
favors transparency, authenticity and ethics; for example, thanks to RFID smart label, it allows to trace
the value chains putting the consumer in a position to make informed choices.

Nowadays customer experience transcends the store walls in combinations of digital and physical;”®
customers don’t think in channels, they expect authentic brand experiences that allow them to move
seamlessly between e-commerce and brick-and-mortar shopping. The Omni-Channel Ecosystem shifts
the relationship between consumer and business not so much on individual touchpoints, but directly
with the brand.”®

In this context, the physical store takes on a new centrality. It becomes “phygital”. The phygital store
is a technology enabled combination of resources: a store capable of integrating technology with the
in-store experience and generating and managing information, relationships, desires, aspirations, and
choices in the form of Big Data. Analysis of consumer shopping behavioral data can help improve shop
management and design to improve consumer engagement and experience.®® Therefore, the ability to
use data is the key to launching new retail innovation processes in which the recognition of complexity
itself becomes the space for a new design. Phygital stores take advantage of the favorable variables of the
physical ones (in-store experience and experimentation, desire to touch and feel, Halo effect, building
legitimacy, giving credibility and authenticity to the brand, building brand awareness, involving loyal
fans and talking to them and obtaining real feedback, links with the territory and heritage) and those
provided by digital technology (market identification, trend forecasting analysis, acquisition of in-depth
consumer data, both qualitative and quantitative, implementation of in-store video analytics to map
where consumers spend most of their time and use this information to position both product lines and
staff, help in analyzing and understanding how consumers engage with brands, measuring the impact of
influencers, improving cross-selling, creating highly personalized product, service and communication
campaigns). The new scenario shows a physical store completely integrated with the digital one, but
above all an omnichannel strategy, offering a seamless shopping experience.

In-store Technologies in Fashion Retailing

Nowadays, retail spaces are transformed, multiplying the channels and opportunities for contact with
consumers, activating new strategies for transferring the intangible value of the fashion product and, at
the same time, contributing to the “shaping” of new networks of “significant moments”: a constellation
of (physical and digital) spaces, occasions and episodes which, when put into relation, constitute the
armor of the contemporary value creation and distribution strategy.®*

The transition from multi-channel to omnichannel represented a real paradigm shift in the industry:3
omnichannel retail highlighted the multiplication of channels by which brands, and retailers, come into
contact with consumers and identified the seamless shopping experience as a fundamental requirement
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of the retail strategies of the last decade.®> By putting consumer behavior at the center, the shopping
experience has been “extended” and holistically intercepted by channels that are not limited to the tra-
ditional retail channels (physical stores and online stores) but have also included social media, branded
applications, mobile devices, gaming platforms and more.®+ The subsequent shift to the phygital di-
mension underlines an increasing focus on the integration of physical and digital that aims to go beyond
“seamlessness” towards a hybrid dimension where the actual space is “augmented” by digital content and
connections and, conversely, the digital dimension is linked, duplicated and enriched with the material-
ity of the actual.®s

In this context, the physical store takes on a new and different centrality,86 becoming part of a broader
and more connected experience and confirming itself as the place of convergence of multiple touch-
points.®” From a design perspective it becomes crucial to investigate how the store experience is trans-
formed when it is augmented by digital technologies and how design may intervene in the process of
“translating” an increasingly integrated and extended customer journey into a technologically equipped

physical space.

Within this framework, design participates in a process of facilitating interactions between retail space
and consumer, and in-store technologies represent significant touchpoints in the interplay between fash-
ion brand experience and consumer behavior. In-store technologies - different devices through which
the consumer can directly interact - are particularly significant in retailing and widely accepted in fash-
ion.®® Contextualizing technologies in fashion retailing® allow to define their role in a context, that of
fashion, within which the brand’s narrative dimension and the cultural impact of the product system
significantly influence the dynamics of interaction with the consumer. Following a re-elaboration of
the most recent classification of in-store technologies,” they can be divided into categories according
to their role and function: transactional technologies; informational technologies, able to provide knowl-
edge about brand, products, and services; supportive technologies, oriented to build the customer service
ecosystem through the customer experience; and entertainment technologies, able to amplify the senso-
rial, emotional, and relational experiences in the mixed dimension of the physical+digital integration.

The following technologies, from the most mature and widely acquired in retail to the most recent ones,
show, through the support of applied examples, how they have been integrated in fashion retailing and
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how they could enable different customer-centric scenarios.

Smart check-out and click and collect are rapidly spreading and, through the convergence of various
technologies, allow to disrupt the traditional inventory model and the physical check-out lane. These
advanced transactional systems relocate the search, purchase, pick-up and return of products to a variety
of channels and intercept the consumer in multiple places and times. For example, Nike’s Speed Shop
combines the online shopping behavior and convenience with the offline retail experience: an entire sec-
tion of the New York flagship store is dedicated to customers who book products online and need to try
them on before buying;®* thanks to this approach and in addition to the speed of purchase operations,
customers are guaranteed a customized selection of products regardless of the assortment of the physical

shop.

Technologies that amplify brand and product content beyond the boundaries of the physical store to be
more and more responsive to the consumer’s needs include beacons, QR Codes and IoT systems. While
beacon technology is generally used to unidirectionally transfer messages and communications from the
brand/retailer to the customer, QR Code systems require voluntary customer interaction and are con-
sidered more effective and less invasive.”> Other tracking technologies based on the IoT system, for
example RFID and NFC, can follow the product’s lifetime throughout the value chain, from suppliers
to retail/communication channels, providing both the brand and the consumer with valuable data.”?
Many brands have already embedded these technologies in their products with tracking purposes, to
create interactions or to enhance brand storytelling and customer experience. Burberry, for example,
was one of the first to implement the use of RFID within some flagship stores since 2012.2+ Recently,
Adidas ofters a highly customer-centric retail experience in its new flagship store on London’s Oxford
Street by intensively adopting some of these technologies, including scanning systems and RFID, with
the aim of enhancing the seamless blend between digital and online: fitting rooms featured with RFID
mirror technology connect the customer with the brand’s entire offering; at the same time the “Hype
Wall”, a large digital showcase, allows the customer to scan the upcoming “hyped” releases or limited
drop products and receive previews and premium content.”> With the aim of increasing transparency
and traceability, MCQ, the label launched by Alexander McQueen, combined NFC technology and
blockchain to make the entire life cycle of each garment knowable and accessible at all times, allowing
consumers to gain trust and shortening the distance between the different players in the system.*® More-
over, the MYMCQ digital platform, conceived as a collaborative media hub, brings the public closer to
a more sustainable way of buying, increasing trust in the authenticity of the products purchased, and
contributes to the construction of an active and aware digital community.”

Virtual Mirrors and Virtual Fitting Rooms have long been tried and tested in the most tech-advanced
fashion stores. The Prada In Store Technology in New York in 2002 was an absolute pioneer in this
field and paved the way for the adoption of technology in fashion retailing. Burberry and many others
use touch screens to display branded contents while virtual wardrobe gives access to the full collection,
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product information, and outfit choices.”® Touch technology, undoubtedly one of the most familiar,
has been used by fashion brands according to their values, messages and sensitivity to provide consumers
with very different experiences and services. For example, in 2018 Farfetch and Chanel announced an
exclusive multi-year global innovation partnership to develop a range of digital initiatives to deliver a
superior consumer experience both online and offline.”® The new Chanel flagship inaugurated in 2020
is the result of this collaboration and features, among others, high-tech dressing rooms with a connected
mirror to display customers’ choices, a technology already widely adopted by Farfetch in its Store of the
Future. However, as stated by Sandrine Deveaux, executive vice president of future retail at Farfetch “at
Chanel, the technology was used for storytelling and customer discovery of collections, while Browns
will use the same technology to offer customers a seamless shopping experience.”

A further step forward in the progressive integration between physical and digital is represented by dig-
ital twins, virtual representations of items, such as things, persons, processes or environments. Today a
digital twin, thanks to the maturity of the technologies and infrastructures that support it, guarantees
a very high quality and fidelity of reproduction, but above all “contains” a series of data that allow it to
be interacted with and monitored. This is why digital twins have the potential to radically change the
entire chain of the fashion industry, from design and production to sales and communication. Under-
pinning this technology, integrated with artificial intelligence and augmented reality systems, are some
of the most advanced examples of virtual try-ons such as, among others, the Yoox Mirror launched in
2018 and upgraded the following year.”" In the field of advanced virtualization in fashion retailing,
it is significant to mention experimentations that extend the shopping experience beyond traditional
formats by building a bridge between the dimension of the physical store and the classic e-commerce
format. Fashion brands such as Ralph Lauren, Christian Dior and Tommy Hilfiger offer immersive
and interactive virtual stores that simulate a virtual reality accessible via desktop or mobile.’** These
virtual stores, which, as in the case of Ralph Lauren, ' are a faithful reproduction of the brand’s most
iconic stores during the holiday season, allow the consumer to travel around the space and interact with
shoppable items on display. It is no coincidence that the spread of these new digital stores coincided
with the restrictions due to the pandemic:"** when brands needed to maintain and reactivate contact
with their audience, they experimented with new forms of sensory and emotional immersion, trying to
replicate a form of physical and material involvement in the digital dimension.

Finally, Virtual and Augmented Reality and Mixed Reality represent the frontier for an extended shop-
ping experience. AR, in particular, has rapidly gained ground: based on mobile technology, it is widely
embraced by the younger generations, who make intensive use of social platforms such as IG, Tik Tok
and Snapchat. The first significant application in the area of fashion was made by Gucci in collabora-
tion with Wanna, a tech company specialized in using AR to create 3D models for the digital display
of fashion items." The Gucci Ace virtual sneakers are largely aimed at a digitally-native Gen Z audi-
ence and look to a future in which experiences - of consumption, but also of entertainment, work and
education - will embrace a complete convergence of the physical and digital categories. In the field of
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virtual immersive reality, the start-up InVRsion'®® creates fully virtualized retail spaces where digital
objects interact with the user and his/her movements, simulating the experience of a physical shop."*”
Through the use of sensors and a camera or visor, InVRsion works to develop a “full reality” that en-
hances the consumer’s experience in a dimension as close as possible to physical reality with a particular
focus on sensoriality, perception and experiential fluidity. A definition that is very close to the concept
of Mixed Reality (or Extended Reality), an augmented reality made more immersive through the use
of Virtual Reality elements that are not simply superimposed on the real space but anchored to it to
activate particularly dynamic and significant interactions.

Although AR and VR are displaying their potential in recent years and have been widely discussed in
retail,®® in particular in the fashion area,"®® however there’s a lack of studies identifying how they can
holistically influence the retailing value chain and what impact they can have on design and strategies in

the physical space.

The retail sector has largely embraced the opportunities for innovation oftered by digital transforma-
tion as a whole, mainly by implementing technologies to improve customer service or operational effi-
ciency’s performances. Technological innovation, which has reached very advanced maturity level, has
in fact found different ways and forms of application in the field: digital technologies help to under-
stand consumer needs, provide greater assortment, help shoppers decide, lower cost, increase loyalties,
and enhance customer service."*® These technological applications, however, have often been developed
as tools to improve specific consumer’s needs, to engage in a more playful and interactive way with the
costumer or to smoothen the efficiency of specific knots in the retail chain. More rarely the retail sector
has seized the possibilities presented by tech to rethink the value chain in an integrated way,'"* long-term
sustainable, and able to redefine new “augmented” and experiential paradigms.

Fashion retailing emerging scenarios. An experiential phygital
perspective

The “augmented” scenario enabled by the digital and technological transformation, far from having stan-
dardized the contemporary fashion system, has, on the contrary, fragmented it into an increasing num-
ber of singular and particular design opportunities. Digital plays the role of an “invisible enabler,”"**
enabling the creation of products, services and experiences that have complemented, and sometimes
replaced, pre-existing ones. Think, for example, to virtual fashion'*? which, in the wake of the improve-
ment of online consumer behavior and on the basis of a reconfiguration of the distribution chain’s
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model, is carrying out a disintermediation process''# between the brand and the consumer attempting
to challenge not only the material dimension of clothing but also the role of the physical store. Or, at
the opposite side of extreme hybridization, to the partnership between The Fabricant and I.'T, the Hong
Kong-based luxury fashion retailer. The collaboration resulted in the retailer 3oth anniversary’s virtual
collection but above all in 4 pop-up boutiques: tangible spaces displaying only the digital version of the
clothing, that can be ordered via app, enabling a multi-way loop between digital and physical, material
and immaterial."*$

Within this mixed and blurred scenario, it no longer really means opposing the two distinct categories
of the tangible and the intangible. It is instead necessary to think, and design, from the point of view of
a complete fusion of online and offline and no longer of simple integration.

The theoretical implications discussed so far about the consumer experience’s omnichannel and phy-
gital evolution and the analysis of in-store technology in fashion retailing and its current applications,
provide the groundwork for the identification of possible innovation trajectories in the field of phygital
retailing in fashion. Starting from an empirical research, based on the identification and analysis of case
studies,’’® an interpretative model is proposed that is able to outline, starting from the most recent and
advanced retail concepts, as many consumption scenarios. These scenarios both provide some insights
on the current state of the art in fashion retailing and identify some major trends and their impact on
the physical fashion stores.

Within this framework, 4 consumption scenarios have been recognized, that are transforming the global
landscape and returning as many concepts and sales formats: Local Service Hubs; Emotional Connection;
Curatorial Approach; and Content € Experience Platform.

Local Service Hubs

In a customer-centric and service-oriented perspective,"’” which the market for products with a high
cultural content, such as fashion, is integrating into its production and distribution chain, fashion
brands are experimenting with new formulas capable of combining local and global, distributed and
tailor-focused aspects. This is done both with a view to increasing sustainability"*® and to intercept the
evolution of current consumer behavior for which a wide range of products, highly customized services,
speed and proximity to the consumer are seen as non-alternative concepts.

The phenomenon of local service hubs is part of this scenario: shops capable of adapting to local needs by
offering a series of services connected to the largest concept stores of the brands. They are satellite points
in the neighborhoods and offer personalized services. Moreover, they show how companies implement
the number of touchpoints with their customers from an omnichannel perspective, creating synergy
between physical and digital retail space. In such context, the concept of business product includes as
an economic value also services and experiences. Starting from the archetypal local shop the new format
enters the landscape of everyday life and intertwines deep relationships with its inhabitants.

Nordstrom Local'*® and Trunk Club,"*° the former launched in 2017, the latter acquired a few years
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119. https://press.nordstrom.com/news-releases/news-release-details/nordstrom-announces-latest-retail-concept-nordstrom-
local.

120. https://www.trunkclub.com/faq.
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earlier and fully integrated into the brand’s distribution strategies in 2020, well envision this “service
hub” model that combines physical and digital. Nordstrom Local is a new format retail space with
no inventory, able to create synergies between online and physical shopping experience emphasizing its
convenience and service-oriented business model. These local hubs ofter three core services: fitting and
styling guidance, alterations from on-site tailors, and online order pickup and return.”" The latter is
especially helpful for Nordstrom to quickly reinsert merchandise back into its e-commerce inventory.
Additionally, Nordstrom Trunk Clubs offer a further opportunity for the brand to get in touch with
its customers’ needs: thanks to a fully managed style advisor service in the digital channel, customers
have the possibility to receive at home carefully selected outfits from professional stylists and, thanks
to their mediation, to establish a very personal and trusting relationship with the brand. Furthermore,
the services offered in the Trunk Club stores, which previously were a complementary format to the
Local stores, have been now relocated into the nearby Nordstrom stores:** the company has thus been
able to create a dense network of physical and digital touchpoints that are meaningful in their ability
to offer consumers a series of services that are as delocalized, customized and close to their needs and
consumption behavior as possible.

Emotional Connection

The second scenario highlights how retail spaces can amplify the emotional variable, a feeling capable
of involving the user in a significant way, through a combination of atmospherics*** and technological
innovation. The quest for specific emotional effects evolves towards the holistic concept of “sensorial
experience”, and design shows the ability to represent, narrate and engage with the user on the cognitive
and sensory level. Emphasizing the multi-sensory variables’** brands can create a new empathy relation-
ship between brand and customers. For fashion companies, creating a memorable purchase experience
becomes the main distinguishing factor in a saturated market in continuous evolution. The use of in-
store technology to enable an expanded shopping experience has been widely addressed before, but it
should be noted that there are still few studies investigating how technology, especially immersive tech-
nology such as AR and VR, influences and impacts both consumer behavior and the perception of
spaces,'*S and even fewer retail initiatives have pursued such integration.

A project that skillfully combines a highly immersive space, in terms of emotional experience and phys-
ical sensoriality, with virtual interactions to achieve an innovative experiential continuum, is the flag-
ship store of the streetwear brand Hipanda in Tokyo, designed by studio Curiosity in 2019.*¢ The
immersive retail interior combines analogue and digital features and is almost unique in its kind: art,
fashion, technology and architecture contribute, in a synergistic, almost director-like way, to offer an
“augmented” retail experience, in terms of engagement, immersion and perception. The interiors, char-
acterized by a play of moving lights and mirrors, black and white optical contrasts and artistic sculptures
at different scales, constitute a material scenario capable of activating different interactive experiences,
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mainly thanks to AR technology. The bear, symbol of the brand, “live”, moves and interacts with the
space and the users in an augmented reality in which the physical space is designed expressly to increase
the sensorial potential of the digital, and vice versa. An interaction that begins from the outside, start-
ing with the animation of the fagade and continuing, with different narrative forms, in all the rooms
of the store. Gwenael Nicolas, founder of the studio, declares that “the world of digital offers limitless
possibilities of information, but the real world embraces the senses of human being that create unique
experiences which can be appreciated by each individual on its way”'*” emphasizing how this concept
investigate and experiment the potential of the so-called “Augmented Experience” and how this can-
not be separated from a conscious, integrated design of physical and technological, material and digital
dimensions, for a perfect fusion of the two parallel universes.

Curatorial Approach

Fashion brands profoundly rely on the relationship with the consumer and, on a wider perspective, with
the whole society, and they constantly nurture this relationship thanks both to the fashion artifacts in it-
self that represent a cultural system of meanings,’*® and to their capability to translate and convey these
meanings through multiple and interconnective narratives. The contemporary transmedia dimension
also offers fashion brands a wide range of channels through which to convey these stories, which, to be
effective, must be managed with a curatorial approach to content selection, composition and arrange-
ment. Traditional advertising channels, catwalks, events, social media and online platforms therefore
intersect with the physical retail space to build meaningful and highly emotional narrative systems. The
role of the physical retail space, which for a long time was opposed to the BTC models of both online
retailers and digital native brands, has been transformed, even for the latter, into a new and important
opportunity to come into direct contact with the customer.

This is the setting for Showfields, the self-proclaimed “the most interesting store in the world”, an immer-
sive retail experience that combines pop-ups shops for emerging digital brands with a series of cultural
and entertainment services and initiatives, such as art exhibitions, theatrical experiences, community
events and food-drink hospitality. Showfield envisioned “flipping the formula” by adopting a wholly
brand-centric approach rather than hosting space, making it possible for online brands to create a phys-
ical shop; this is a transition from a digital to a traditional model, or rather the integration of these same
models but, unlike transitions already pioneered by Bonobo, Glossier and others, with a formula that
fully develops the editorial concept launched by the Story store in 2011: a space structured like a maga-
zine, changing like an art gallery, and selling products like a store."” Showfield enhances this approach
by co-creating highly immersive and engaging experiences with the hosted brands by developing dedi-
cated spaces, “theatrical retail-as-performance-art installations” and museum-shop like initiatives for the
retailer’s own product display.’?° In addition, it offers a wide range of customer services, such as prod-
uct testing, events and co-working spaces, that online cannot support, providing consumers with a fluid
experience that hybridises the physical with the digital, the sensory experience with online consumption

habits.

In addition, the pandemic was an opportunity to integrate a new technological layer into the retailer’s
customer experience: the proprietary Magic Wand app, “lets customers interact with nearly every part
of the store without touching anything.”*3* The app, through a product scanning system, integrates
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information, multiplies and increases the narrative potential of the brands, activates a click-and-collect
service and much more,*?* stitching together a further experiential fabric that blurs the barriers between
brick-and-mortar and online shopping.

Content & Experience Platform

Online platforms have increased the channels, and therefore the possibilities, for brands to come into
direct contact with their customers.**? They have become places for experimenting with new languages,
for delivering wide-ranging and diverse content, and for building up user communities that identify with
the brand’s values. A founding initiative was the Art of the Trench Coat by Burberry back in 2009, one
of the first examples of a call to action specifically aimed at a young audience and integrated into the
online social dimension.

The last scenario focuses on the new brand engagement processes direct to Millennials that move with
ease within the new I'T environment and recognize the social, cultural, and sustainable nature of value
creation processes.’** Millennials are changing the world of retail, they scour the web for product com-
parisons, reviews, and sharing suggestions before their shopping trip. Their costumer journey is a fluid
trip among digital and physical places to try, taste, smell, and spend time exploring products and ser-
vices. Community is central. Stores need to provide areas to cultivate the brand community and the in-
tegration of in-store technologies can become an opportunity to connect physical and online networks,
restoring physicality to an experience that today takes place mainly online and building new relation-

ships.

Again, Burberry, guided by its well-established tradition of experimenting with innovative technologi-
cal solutions in all production, distribution and communication processes, opened its first Social Retail
Store, in partnership with Tencent, in Shenzhen in 2020."35 The store pursues a full integration of the
physical space with online channels and digital tools: also in this case the concept is specifically aimed at
Asian Millennials and Gen Z to allow them to get to know Burberry through a retail experience that can
be shared thanks to social networks, in particular WeChat. Alongside the “classic” QR Codes, Burberry
has introduced a special WeChat mini-program, thanks to which customers can interact in the shop and
carry out various activities: make appointments, learn about the products and get exclusive content, con-
tact customer service and physically interact with customizable fitting rooms, always with the possibility
of sharing everything with their contacts. Each interaction, moreover, returns points, a sort of “social
currency” that, in the interplay between gaming and premium community, opens the doors to the client
for new and always interactive tailored experiences.’3® The store turns out to be a space of exploration
that takes interactions from social media and brings them into a physical retail environment and within
which a reverse path also takes place: the Trench Experience space, a room designed as an immersive
digital space, “unlockable” through interactions with the program, brings Burberry’s heritage to life,
creating a positive short-circuit between online and offline consumers” community.
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Conclusions

In the last two decades the fashion system is progressively embracing technological and digital transfor-
mation by integrating it into all aspects of the value chain: from design to the production chain, from
communication strategies to distribution models. This integration has been enabled, on the one hand,
by the maturity that most technologies have reached and, on the other, especially as far as the retail and
communication system is concerned, by a shift in consumer behavior. The contemporary consumers’
communities appear to be intrinsically transformed by the digital substrate that welcomes them, and, on
the other hand, they are increasingly aware of their relevance in being an active part in the engagement
process with fashion brands.

In this context, for the retail sector, the transition from omnichannel retailing to the so-called phygital
model has confirmed and strengthened the increasingly close interrelationship between the various chan-
nels that make up the touchpoints of the shopping experience, to the point of blurring the line between
physical and digital. These two categories, in an ever-closer dialogue, are blurring and fading into one
another in a fluid and consistent way. Contrary to expectations that saw them clearly succumbing to
the power of online markets, physical retail spaces seem to be maintaining their centrality and adapting,
albeit rather slowly, their formats and strategies to emerging consumption models. This is a different
centrality from the past, which shifts the focus from the product to the service system, to narrative and
emotional solutions, to a stronger relationship with consumers who are increasingly “present” on the
different channels, aware and willing to be actively involved. However, the retail system, while recogniz-
ing the potential of technologies to amplify its role, space and time, has embraced them in a punctual
but non-systematic way, rarely able to have deep and transformative impacts throughout the fashion
distribution cycle. The proposed scenarios, which recognize the transformation and the rise of new
models of consumption, offer an interpretative viewpoint, through the analysis of paradigmatic cases,
on how the design of retail spaces has been able to integrate the technological dimension in a significant
and valuable way to meet the needs of these emerging models. From a design perspective, these scenarios
attempt to identify and trace some trajectories of innovation for the fashion retailing sector and are a
first moment of reflection on the impacts of the technological solutions’ adoption along the entire retail
value chain.
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