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This dissertation explores the relevance of physical fashion retail spaces 
in today’s fast-paced online shopping landscape. With the rapid rise 
of online shopping, consumers have embraced instant gratification, 
raising questions about the need for traditional brick-and-mortar stores. 
The study examines whether physical retail spaces remain essential, 
emphasizing their role in providing sensory experiences, fostering social 
interactions, and encouraging sustainable consumption. 

 The literature review analyses consumer behaviour theories, retail 
design research, and the integration of digital elements in physical 
spaces. Despite the convenience of online shopping, a gap exists 
in understanding how experiential marketing influences sustainable 
purchasing. Methodologically, the study combines surveys targeting 
women aged 18-22 in the UK with secondary research from peer-reviewed 
sources. 

 Key findings highlight the importance of tactile engagement, with 
80% of respondents valuing the ability to touch and try on products 
in-store. Physical stores also serve as extensions of brand identity, 
offering immersive experiences through elements like lighting, layout, 
and personalised services. The study highlights how physical spaces can 
nudge consumers toward more conscious consumption, a dynamic that 
online platforms struggle to replicate despite advancements like AR. 

 The dissertation concludes by evaluating the potential of blending digital 
and physical experiences, to enhance customer loyalty and sustainability. 
Ultimately, it argues that while online shopping will continue to grow, 
physical retail spaces provide irreplaceable benefits that contribute to 
more thoughtful and informed consumer choices.



C
O

N
TE

N
TS

.



1. Introduction

2. Literature review

2.1 Overview of the rise of online shopping  

2.2 Summary of literature  

2.3 Evaluation of the Practical Implications 

3. Methodology

3.1 Summary of methodology 

3.2 Primary research 

3.3 Results analysis  

3.4 Conclusion 

4. Findings and Discussion

4.1 The Role of Tangibility and Consumer Psychology 

4.2 Physical stores in creating Experiences 

4.3 Social and Experimental Aspects of In-store 
Shopping  

4.4 Integrating Physical and Digital Experiences 

5. Conclusion

6. References & Bibliography

7. List of figure & Appendix



Figure 1: Textile Waste Gleisberg , L. (2024) 

The emergence of online shopping has transformed 
the retail landscape. Over the past few decades, 
e-commerce has evolved from convenience to the
primary method of retail consumption, offering
accessibility and efficiency. However, this shift has
significantly impacted traditional brick-and-mortar
stores, leading many to closures and a redefinition
of their roles in a digital world. Whilst online shopping
offers convenience and variety, it lacks the sensory
and social experiences unique to physical retail spaces.
These are elements that shape consumer behaviour
and encourage mindful consumption. To meet
customers' requirements in recent years, the design of
retail stores has changed dramatically, particularly in
designing the retail experience (MacFarlane, 2018).

Consumption habits are deeply intertwined with 
climate change, and as one of the largest contributors 
to environmental degradation (Shah, 2023), the 
fashion industry reinforces the urgency of addressing 
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overconsumption and unsustainable production cycles. 
Physical stores provide opportunities to influence more 
rational purchasing decisions by creating immersive 
environments that educate and engage consumers in 
sustainable lifestyles. Unlike online platforms, physical 
spaces can evoke emotional and sensory connections, 
fostering greater awareness of the environmental 
impact of consumer choices. 

This dissertation addresses the central question: Is 
physical fashion retail space necessary in today’s 
digital age? To explore this, relevant literature focuses 
on behavioural science, retail design, and 
the integration of digital and physical experiences. 
Existing research highlights innovative approaches 
but reveals critical gaps regarding the role of physical 
retail in promoting sustainable consumption. This study 
evaluates the potential of physical stores to foster 
collective responsibility through small changes in 
consumer behaviour. 

The research hypothesizes that physical retail spaces 
provide a better consumer experience than online 
shopping in promoting mindful consumption. 77% of 
Gen Z prefer physical stores to online ones, showing 
how brick-and-mortar retailing is still irreplaceable 
(Klanten et al., 2023). Stores can create curated 
environments that communicate brand values through 
design, storytelling, and in-store events. These help 
to deepen understanding of the environmental impact 
of their choices. Using a qualitative methodology, the 
study analyses consumer perceptions and retail design 
to assess their effectiveness. Due to time constraints, 
the research scope will focus on specific questions, 
providing targeted insights into this issue. 

The dissertation is structured as follows: The next 
chapter reviews key literature, followed by a detailed 
methodology explanation. The findings and discussion 
address the research question, emphasising the 
implications for the future of fashion retail. Despite its 
limitations, the study aims to offer fresh perspectives 
on how physical retail can contribute to a more 
sustainable future.



Literature Review 

In today’s climate, the instantaneous nature of Online shopping is why 
it has seen to grow exponentially. However, huge growth is offset by 
high levels of environmental degradation. This review explores 
whether the return of shoppers to High Street stores can mitigate 
this overconsumption and overproduction, aligning retail practices 
with sustainability goals. It is organised around three themes: 
theoretical perspectives on consumerist behaviour, experimental retail 
design case studies, 
and the integration of physical and digital experiences. The use of 
qualitative data provides an understanding of the social and cultural 
dynamics that are shaping modern retail.

2.2 Summary of Literature  

Behavioural science concepts such as  Nudge: Improving decisions about 
health, wealth, and happiness. Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. (2008). and ‘Nudge plus: 
incorporating reflection into behavioural public policy’, Banerjee, S. and John, P. (2024) 
suggest that subtle environmental adjustments can influence 
consumer decisions through small subconscious changes. While 
comprehensive in explaining distinctions between behavioural 
strategies, existing research lacks practical evidence comparing 
reflective practices’ impact against traditional nudges. Literature on 
consumption Roach, B., Goodwin, N. and Nelson, J. (2019). Consumption and the 
Consumer Society,  offers a critical lens on the societal drivers of 
consumerism and their environmental repercussions. These studies 
connect psychological theories to policy development, suggesting 
that design interventions can create more conscious consumer 
behaviour. However, the predominant focus on Western, developed 
contexts, further limits the applicability of these findings across 
diverse cultural and economic settings. This gap highlights the need 
for broader, more inclusive research to deepen insights into global 
consumer behaviour.

Innovative retail designs are transforming physical stores into 
experiential hubs, as highlighted in Klanten, R., Strauss, M.J. and Friese, L. (eds.) 
(2023). Think big - shop small: unique stores and contemporary retail design. The 
book effectively illustrates how local contexts influence design 
strategies that redefine physical spaces. Likewise, MacFarlane, B. 
(ed.) (2018). Store design: experience-based retail examines how materiality, 
ambience, and narrative create immersive experiences. However, 
neither resource delves deeply into how these innovations impact 
consumer habits or contribute to sustainability. Furthermore, the 
scope is constrained by outdated technological references and 
insufficient statistical analysis. While these studies highlight creative 
approaches, their failure to connect design strategies to measurable 
sustainability outcomes, reveals a significant research gap. 02



Emerging technologies such as AR and automated social presence 
present opportunities for blending physical and digital shopping 
experiences. This integration has been shown to enhance customer 
engagement and satisfaction, yet the literature inadequately 
addresses how these advancements align with sustainability goals. 
The absence of a detailed examination of their environmental 
implications limits our understanding of whether these technologies 
can promote slower, more thoughtful consumption. 

2.3 Evaluation of Practical Limitations 

The reviewed literature illustrates the potential for physical retail 
spaces to encourage mindful consumption through innovative 
designs and technological integration. However, significant 
limitations persist, including a lack of practical data, cultural 
inclusivity, and progressive examination of upcoming technologies. By 
addressing these gaps, this dissertation aims to explore how high-
street fashion retail can become a catalyst for sustainable 
consumption, fostering not only economic activity but also 
community engagement and environmental stewardship. 

Figure 2: Nike Store, NY  (Yurkovich 
2013)
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Data for this study were collected using both primary 
and secondary research, to explore consumer shopping 
preferences and the influence of Interior Design on their 
decisions. The primary research was conducted through a 
survey aimed at determining whether individuals are more 
inclined to shop online or in-store and why, as well as how 
elements of store design influence their choices. The survey 
gathered responses predominantly from women aged 18–22, 
thus making this demographic the primary target audience 
for the Final Project Proposal (FPP). Whilst most of this group 
was of British origin, this is only representative of the small 
group that participated.
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3.2 Primary Research 

Primary research was essential for 
providing practical evidence on 
the effectiveness of theoretical 
frameworks, such as nudge theory, in 
influencing consumer decisions within 
retail environments. The survey aimed 
to fill this gap by directly testing 
these theories and highlighting 
whether certain interior design 
features, such as lighting, layout, 
or digital enhancements, could 
encourage consumers to make more 
conscious and sustainable shopping 
choices. Qualitative questions were 
designed to gauge the importance 
of sensory elements, the role of 
atmosphere in decision-making, and 
the willingness to engage with digital 
or virtual features within physical 
stores. Secondary research was used 
to inform the nature of the questions 
and acted as a comparative 
benchmark for the findings.

3.3 Data Analysis and 
Integration 

The survey revealed that most 
respondents preferred physical 
stores due to sensory factors like the 
ability to touch and try on products, 
aligning with existing theories 
on the importance of tangibility. 
Lighting and music were identified 
as significant contributors to store 
success, further validating secondary 
research. However, contrary to prior 
studies suggesting growing interest 
in digital enhancements within stores, 
only a small portion of respondents 
expressed enthusiasm for virtual or 
digital features. 

3.4 Conclusion on Methodology 

The methodological approach successfully bridged the gap between theoretical knowledge and 
practical application. By incorporating primary research, the study offered fresh insights into 
consumer behaviour and the practical implications of interior design strategies. This methodology 
also highlighted areas where consumer preferences diverged from theoretical predictions, 
offering valuable guidance for future research and retail design practices. However, due to time 
constraints, the research was collected from a small sample group and only a few broad questions. 
To gain a deeper understanding of physiological theory’s impact on consumer behaviour, further 
studies need to take place. 

Online shopping vs Physical shopping- do we still need physical 
stores?- Google Forms (Shaill 2024) 

Online shopping vs Physical shopping- do we still need physical 
stores?- Google Forms (Shaill 2024) 
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4.1 The Role of Tangibility in 
Consumer Psychology and 
Fashion Retail
Tangible product qualities, such as material, texture, 
fit, workmanship, and quality, are important evaluation 
criteria for consumers (Verhagen et al., 2016)and 
are often difficult to assess through visual or digital 
representations alone. Tangibility is crucial in shaping 
purchase decisions by providing sensory feedback 
that builds trust and confidence in the product. One 
of the primary reasons physical stores retain their 
relevance in a digital age is their ability to offer tactile 
interaction with products, a factor cited as critical 
by 80% of survey respondents who highlighted the 
ability to see, feel, and try on clothes as their most 
valued aspect of in-store shopping. This sensory 
engagement fosters confidence in purchasing 
decisions, as consumers assess the visual appeal 
and the texture, fit, and comfort of garments. These 
elements tap into conscious and unconscious decision-
making, underscoring the psychological benefits of 
physical retail spaces. Beyond the purely functional 
benefits, the sensory experience of shopping can 
evoke emotional responses that enhance brand loyalty, 
creating a deeper connection between the consumer 
and the retailer.





Psychological theories further illuminate the importance of tangibility in 
driving consumer behaviour. Nudge Theory (Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C., 
2008), a concept from behavioural science, suggests that subtle changes 
in how choices are presented can significantly influence decision-making. 
Nudges appeal to our unconscious, emotional responses, leveraging social 
norms and heuristics to guide behaviour in a non-coercive manner. In retail, 
Choice Architecture (Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C., 2008) can be strategically 
employed to design environments that subtly encourage desired actions. 
For example, sustainable products can be highlighted through prominent 
placement, eco-labels, or visually appealing signage, drawing attention 
to environmentally friendly options without overwhelming the consumer. 
Research suggests that making sustainable choices simple and accessible, 
such as placing locally sourced items near store entrances, reduces decision 
fatigue and supports consumers in making environmentally responsible 
purchases, even if sustainability is not their primary goal (Olya et al., 2024). 
This approach aligns sustainability with ease and convenience, which is 
crucial in today’s fast-paced consumer culture. For instance, offering 
biodegradable or reusable packaging as the default for purchases, while 
allowing an opt-out for less eco-friendly options, leverages psychological 
tendencies like loss aversion and social conformity. Consumers are often 
hesitant to deviate from a positive default, as doing so might evoke guilt or 
negative associations. This strategy ensures that sustainability becomes 
a seamless part of the shopping experience, appealing to both individual 
preferences and societal expectations. 

The retail atmosphere, including the aesthetic, lighting, and overall 
flow, can be used with nudge theory to shape consumer behaviour. A 
survey responder highlighted how a well-designed store can encourage 
exploration and subtly direct attention toward highlighted sustainable 
products through “The lighting and the way the clothes are displayed.” 
(Participant, 2024) This shows that nudges are particularly effective 
because they do not rely on extensive consumer education or regulatory 
enforcement. Instead, they make sustainability effortless and desirable, 
tapping into fashion’s inherent role as a reflection of personal identity. 
When consumers perceive sustainable products as an extension of their 
values and self-expression, they are more likely to integrate these choices 
into their lifestyles (Roach et al. 2019). Nudges thus have the potential 
to drive gradual behavioural shifts, fostering long-term changes without 
resistance often associated with more direct interventions.

Figure 5: Fashion buyer shop, Beijing China (Ting & Jin 2017)



However, the use of nudge theory in retail is not without its 
challenges. Its subconscious nature has led some researchers 
to critique it as paternalistic or manipulative, particularly when 
consumers are unaware of the strategies being employed. 
Kuyer and Gordijn (2023) caution that the effectiveness of 
nudges, such as framing or default options, may decline if 
consumers perceive them as deceptive or if they fail to adapt 
to evolving consumer preferences and societal values. To 
address these limitations, “recent work in behavioural public 
policy suggests that a nudge could become more effective 
and legitimate if it incorporated an element of self-awareness 
and internal deliberation” (Banerjee and John, 2024) retailers 
must adopt a balanced approach, combining nudges with 
transparent communication, consumer education, and 
incentives to build trust and ensure long-term engagement. 
Nudges risk being seen as short-term tactics rather than 
sustainable solutions without such reflection.  

In comparison, 70% of survey responders identified online 
shopping to be convenient but lacked the sensory engagement 
critical to many purchasing decisions. Despite technological 
innovations such as 360-degree virtual try-ons, augmented 
reality (AR), and detailed product descriptions, these tools 
cannot fully replicate the tactile and emotional experiences 
provided by physical stores (Egon and Broklyn, 2024). This is 
evident in high return rates for online purchases (Verhagen 
et al., 2016), with consumers often dissatisfied with material, 
fit, or colour. While digital platforms are adopting psychology-
based strategies such as gamification (integrating game-like 
elements), personalized recommendations, and user-friendly 
interfaces to emulate in-store experiences (Egon and Broklyn, 
2024), they cannot match the multisensory immediacy of 
tangible interactions. Physical stores, therefore, remain 
indispensable not only for their functional value but also 
for their ability to evoke emotional connections and provide 
a more immersive and fulfilling shopping experience. By 
integrating digital innovations with the unique advantages of 
tangibility, physical retail spaces can strengthen their position 
in the evolving fashion ecosystem, bridging the gap between 
convenience and meaningful engagement.



4.2 The Role of Physical Stores in Creating 
Experiences
Physical stores play a pivotal role in crafting memorable brand experiences, acting 
as extensions of a brand’s identity. “An Experience-based store is a space where the 
product is presented through an experience, designed for the potential customer 
inside a dedicated space”(MacFarlane, 2018). These stores have been seen to 
be successful as they are “designed for flexibility” (MacFarlane, 2018), meaning 
that spaces can interchange “around presenting the attributes of the brand and 
history.” (MacFarlane, 2018).  The idea is that the consumer goes through a journey 
of discovery of the product through storytelling (MacFarlane, 2018). Fundamental to 
telling the narrative are the lighting, materials, choice of furniture, colour and details 
(MacFarlane, 2018). The survey backed up this claim by revealing that lighting is often 
the first element customers notice upon entering a store. A well-lit space creates 
an inviting atmosphere and sets the tone for exploration. Following this, the store’s 
layout guides customers through their journey, fostering a sense of discovery and 
engagement. Researchers have identified that “strong visual impact draws viewers 
into space” (MacFarlane, 2018). A survey responder highlighted that “Window displays 
like Selfridges” serve as eye-catching introductions to the store’s interior, enticing 
passersby to catch a glimpse into the unique experience and, in turn, more “inclined to 
go in”.  

 Figure 6: Selfridges window display (Burney 2023)



The survey highlighted that visually compelling 
stores keep customers engaged for longer 
periods. Brands like “Oliver Bonas” (Participant, 
2024) have succeeded in creating environments 
that are “bright and colourful” (Participant, 
2024) drawing you into the store but also 
making you stay to browse. Similarly, Gavello 
Nel Blu, a jewellery store in Mykonos, exemplifies 
how physical stores can integrate local culture 
and surroundings to create an immersive, 
location-specific experience. Situated in a 
picturesque Greek setting, the store reflects 
its surroundings in its design and atmosphere, 
depicting as if the user is swimming in a 
swimming pool. This clever technique enhances 
the shopping experience and solidifies its 
connection to the brand’s identity, (Klanten et 
al., 2023) as it then becomes recognisable from 
the street.  

In contrast, many responses suggested that online retail often struggles to cultivate the same 
level of customer loyalty as physical stores. The internet offers the convenience of comparing 
products by price and quality across brands, which can diminish emotional connections. While 
tools like AI chatbots attempt to mimic in-store interactions, they lack the warmth and personal 
touch of human interactions. In physical stores, the survey highlighted “I would probably feel more 
connected to a brand in store if there was effective customer service such as helping with outfits 
or availability” (Participant, 2024). For example, Henne, a clothing store in Melbourne, uses its 
second area to host events, workshops, and dress fittings, offering customers personalised advice 
and an experience that starkly contrasts with online shopping’s transactional nature  (Klanten et 
al., 2023). By offering rich, in-person experiences, Henne creates a compelling alternative to online 
shopping. This not only reduces the environmental costs associated with shipping and returns 
but also builds a stronger connection with customers, encouraging them to prioritise quality 
over convenience. Customers then invest in quality, well-fitted garments rather than purchasing 
multiple items impulsively. This approach aligns with sustainability goals by fostering a mindset of 
responsible consumption and informed choices.

 Figure 7:  Gavello Nel Blu (Klanten et al., 2023) 

 Figure 8 & 9: Henne, Melbourne (Klanten et al., 2023)



Additionally, physical stores can educate consumers about a product’s origins, 
empowering them to make informed choices. For example, eco-labelling has been 
shown to influence environmentally conscious decisions (Roach et al., p. 26). However, 
while online platforms can provide detailed product information, they lack the 
immediacy and impact of an in-store education experience. The challenge for brands 
lies in linking physical store experiences to their sustainability goals without falling into 
Greenwashing traps. As Thomas P. Lyon (2015) explains, “Greenwashing encompasses 
a range of communications that mislead people into adopting overly positive beliefs 
about an organisation’s environmental performance, practices, or products.” This 
not only misguides consumers but also raises ethical concerns about transparency 
and accountability in corporate sustainability claims. Some researchers argue 
that the culture of consumerism is often seen as incompatible with environmental 
sustainability (Roach et al., p. 26). Manufacturing consumer goods frequently involves 
energy-intensive processes reliant on fossil fuels, contributing significantly to 
greenhouse gas emissions and climate change. Additionally, globalised trade and the 
transportation of goods across long distances perpetuate this cycle, embedding 
unsustainable practices within supply chains. 

Greenwashing exacerbates these issues by enabling companies to appear progressive 
without implementing meaningful or measurable changes, effectively delaying 
the transition to systemic solutions such as cleaner energy sources, circular 
economies, and sustainable supply chains (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). This tactic 
diverts both corporate and public resources away from genuine environmental 
improvements, adding to the environmental degradation these initiatives claim to 
address. Moreover, by promoting misleading narratives, greenwashing fosters a 
false sense of accomplishment among consumers (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015), 
which could decrease pressure on companies to put in place substantial reforms. 
The consequences extend beyond corporate practices: greenwashed products and 
services often overshadow truly eco-friendly alternatives, reducing their visibility in 
the marketplace and undermining businesses that genuinely prioritize sustainability 
(Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). This could create a cycle in which the most ethically 
and environmentally responsible businesses struggle to compete with companies 
prioritizing image over impact, ultimately slowing progress toward a sustainable 
future. 

However, some brands succeed in creating 
emotional connections with consumers by 
embedding sustainability into their core 
messages. Interactive campaigns, immersive 
storytelling, and transparency about 
production processes can help customers 
feel part of a larger mission—for instance, 
Patagonia. Ultimately, creating a compelling 
brand experience in physical stores can 
inspire consumers to make more sustainable 
choices. By aligning the sensory, emotional, and 
educational aspects of the shopping experience 
with their values, brands can build trust and 
foster deeper loyalty. Sustainability must be 
fostered from the top down for it to become 
part of the ethos and retain its long-term 
impact.  

 Figure 10: Patagonia repair scheme (Patagonia 2024)



4.3 Social and Experimental 
Aspects of In-store Shopping

Physical stores have now evolved beyond being transactional 
spaces to becoming social hubs and centres for leisure, 
offering consumers opportunities for community and 
identity expression. Researchers argue that consumption is 
deeply tied to social activity, often communicating personal 
identity and social messages (Roach et al., 2020). This is 
further backed up by 60% of survey responders enjoy the 
social aspect of shopping with others, transforming it 
from a utilitarian task into a shared, experiential activity. 
This phenomenon aligns with the idea that shopping is not 
merely about acquiring goods but about reinforcing one’s 
identity, social status, and wealth. For instance, consumers 
are more likely to engage with eco-conscious brands when 
those brands are associated with wealth or aspirational 
lifestyles, showcasing the intersection of sustainability and 
social prestige (Roach et al. 2019). The social dynamics of 
in-store shopping further amplify these behaviours, creating 
a ripple effect where observing others making sustainable 
choices can inspire similar actions (Roach et al. 2019). This 
peer influence encourages shoppers to adopt eco-friendly 
habits, as they perceive sustainable consumption as socially 
desirable and identity-affirming.

The relationship between consumption, identity, and 
social context is further exacerbated by media influences.  
Historically, high rates of television watching have been 
linked to materialistic values, where individuals feel 
pressured to “keep up” with material possessions to fit 
within their social groups (Baudrillard, 1981). While this 
perspective may appear outdated in the age of e-commerce 
and social media, contemporary digital platforms arguably 
play an even more significant role in shaping consumption 
norms. Social media has blurred traditional social group 
boundaries, creating blended communities where trends 
and purchasing behaviours spread rapidly across diverse 
audiences (Wang et al., 2010). For local stores, this blending 
represents an opportunity to promote individuality through 
experiential marketing and local consumption (Klanten et al., 
2023). By embracing vibrant, localized design elements and 
emphasizing uniqueness, such as offering locally produced 
goods or catering to diverse preferences, retailers can help 
consumers balance the human need for individuality with 
a sense of belonging (Roach et al., p. 39). local businesses 
have opportunities to address this deep-seated desire 
whilst upholding traditions worth protecting. For example, In 
Buenos Aires, Falcon sells original handicrafts from all over 
Argentina. Through its collaborations, the store supports 
remote communities and sustains local customs whilst 
drawing in customers from its distinctive selection (Klanten 
et al., 2023).



 Figure 11:  Offinceine Buly, Paris (Klanten et al., 2023)  Figure 12:  Drifter store in Bali, center for the sufing community (Klanten et al., 
2023) 

Experiential marketing plays a vital role in this 
evolution, transforming retail spaces into places 
of desire. Highly specialized stores, which 
focus on niche markets, demonstrate that 
prioritizing quality over quantity often defies 
traditional economic expectations but thrives, 
nonetheless (Klanten et al., 2023). Parisian 
boutiques, such as Officine Universelle Buly, 
exemplify how integrating cultural values with 
product specialization fosters customer loyalty 
and engagement. Founded in 2014, the French 
company embodies quintessential Parisian 
boutique interiors, with charming knick-knacks 
thoughtfully placed throughout the store. 
Offering everything from perfume to hair clips, 
the store’s success has been so remarkable 
that it has since expanded to open another 
location in Japan (Klanten et al., 2023). They 
offer carefully selected, high-quality products 
that cater to a specific niche or audience as 
well as a compelling story or vision behind their 
brand. This level of curation allows them to 
stand out in a market saturated with mass-
produced items and in turn, attract consumers 
seeking individuality and exclusivity. 

In contrast, large department stores like House 
of Fraser and Debenhams have struggled to 
maintain relevance, with many closings due to 
their inability to compete with the convenience 
of online shopping. The rise of specialized 
stores reflects this shift, with independent 

retailers increasingly hosting custom events, 
educational workshops, or even incorporating 
in-house cafés and art spaces (Klanten et 
al., 2023). These unique experiences not only 
differentiate physical stores from e-commerce 
but also engage consumers in meaningful 
ways, in creating communities and collective 
responsibility (Klanten et al., 2023). For example, 
This drifter store in Uluwatu, Bali.  Retailers 
that collaborate with local producers, artisans, 
or eco-friendly suppliers are successful at 
achieving more sustainable practices by 
supporting local economies which in turn, 
reduces the environmental costs associated 
with long-distance transportation.

Ultimately, physical stores serve as 
irreplaceable spaces where social interaction, 
identity formation, and sustainability converge. 
As consumers observe their peers participating 
in sustainability-focused activities within these 
spaces, they are more likely to adopt similar 
habits, reinforcing the notion that physical 
retail can inspire collective action toward 
environmental responsibility. As these retail 
environments offer experiences that online 
commerce cannot replicate, such as sensory 
engagement, community connection, and 
opportunities for self-expression, physical 
stores, therefore, remain vital components of 
the evolving retail landscape.



 4.4 Integrating Physical and 
Digital Experiences

The emergence and rapid adoption of online commerce have 
led to the integration of omnichannel retail. Omnichannel 
refers to the “integration of retail channels like stores, 
online, and mobile into a single, seamless customer 
experience” (Von Briel, 2018). This approach addresses 
the growing consumer expectation for a unified brand 
presence that delivers consistent messaging, quality, and 
convenience. Researchers have identified that the need 
to integrate different channels will transform the fashion 
industry over the next decade (Von Briel, 2018), ensuring that 
retailers survive evolving trends. 

Nike exemplifies the success of such strategies by blending 
digital innovation with physical retail environments, to 
enhance the wearing experience of its customers (Chen, 
2024). Nike offers exclusive content, personalised product 
recommendations, and efficient order tracking through 
its mobile app, improving customer interaction beyond 
traditional shopping experiences. Furthermore, flagship 
stores incorporate augmented reality (AR) features, enabling 
customers to virtually try on products and provide in-store 
pickup options for online purchases. The Nike ‘By You’ 
customisation service extends this integration, allowing 
customers to design personalised items online and retrieve 
them in-store, bridging digital and physical retail seamlessly. 
Nike has always been innovative in digital marketing trends, 
which has helped it remain highly successful in changing 
digital landscapes (Chen, 2024).

 Figure 13: Nike App (Nike 2021).



Empirical data underscores the effectiveness of these initiatives. For example, 
retailers utilizing AR technology report a 15% increase in sales, attributable to 
enhanced visual quality and interactive features that drive higher consumer 
engagement and purchase intent (Egon and Broklyn, 2024). However, despite its 
potential, the survey highlighted how AR/VR integration has elicited mixed responses 
from consumers. While it enhances accessibility for individuals who may struggle 
with traditional fitting rooms or store navigation, a significant portion of surveyed 
consumers perceive such technologies as “superficial or dystopian” (Participant, 
2024), undermining the tactile and sensory advantages of physical shopping. To be 
successful, Ballantyne and Nilsson (2017) argue that “As organisations move to digital 
platforms, the constituents of the physical realm remain central to understanding 
the customer experience – indeed, they may act as a reference point.” (Bolton et 
al., 2018, p. 9). Physical stores will then become key destinations for unique sensory 
shopping experiences, whilst omnichannel retail will improve operational productivity 
(Von Briel, 2018). This tension highlights a critical challenge for brands: balancing 
technological innovation with preserving the authenticity of the in-store experience. 

 

The urgency for retailers to adapt is further magnified by the rapid growth of 
e-commerce. Global online retail sales are projected to reach $8.1 trillion by 2026, a 
56% increase from current levels, with the fashion industry alone contributing $904.5 
billion annually (Shah, 2023). To remain competitive, brands must evolve their physical 
spaces into hybrid environments that merge digital and tactile experiences. From the 
survey responses, I have gathered that Showroom-style setups that encourage “try-
before-you-buy” interactions, coupled with online purchasing options, represent a 
sustainable model for modern retail. Fewer returns mean fewer carbon emissions from 
shipping and less waste from discarded, damaged, or returned items that cannot 
be resold. Physical retail stores will become exhibition spaces that showcase the 
brand and products, helping consumers to make more mindful purchases rather than 
impulsive buying. This leads to reduced demand for disposable, fast fashion items 
and changes the focus to showcasing samples rather than holding large inventories. 
Therfore, this reduces the need for overproduction and minimizes waste from unsold 
stock. 

By embracing omnichannel strategies, brands not only meet rising consumer 
expectations for convenience and personalisation but also position themselves to 
thrive in a market increasingly defined by digital-first consumption patterns. Retailers 
can significantly reduce their environmental impact while empowering consumers 
to make responsible decisions, which benefits both the consumer and the planet. 
To ensure long-term impact, designers must prioritise the environmental impact 
of these emerging technologies, such as the high energy consumption, and remain 
adaptable to evolving trends and consumer needs. While current technologies may 
address short-term solutions, staying relevant requires continuous innovation and the 
ability to embrace change. Therefore, designers must constantly explore new ideas 
and solutions, ensuring their work aligns with the ever-changing landscape to retain 
customer engagement over time. 
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This dissertation has examined the continuing relevance of physical 
fashion retail spaces in an era dominated by digital commerce. Through 
primary research and theoretical analysis, it has been demonstrated 
that while online shopping offers convenience, physical stores provide 
irreplaceable value through tangible experiences, social interactions, and 
their potential to promote sustainable consumption patterns. 

The research revealed several key findings. First, the tactile nature 
of physical retail remains crucial, with 80% of survey respondents 
emphasising the importance of touching and trying on products before 
purchase. This tangibility, combined with carefully designed environments 
that incorporate strategic lighting, layout, and atmospheric elements, 
will create a multisensory experience that online platforms struggle to 
replicate. Second, physical stores serve as vital social spaces where 
shopping becomes a shared, identity-forming experience. The success 
of specialised boutiques and experience-based stores demonstrates 
that physical retail can foster community connections and collective 
responsibility. Moreover, the study highlighted how physical spaces can 
effectively employ small behavioural changes, such as nudge theory, to 
encourage more sustainable consumer choices. Unlike online platforms, 
brick-and-mortar stores can create immersive environments that subtly 
guide customers toward mindful consumption through thoughtful design 
and product presentation. This ability to influence behaviour through 
environmental cues enables physical retail as a potential catalyst for 
sustainable fashion consumption. 

Looking forward, the future of fashion retail lies in the strategic 
integration of digital and physical experiences. The emergence of 
omnichannel retail suggests that physical stores will evolve into hybrid 
spaces that combine the best of both worlds. These spaces will likely 
function as brand experience spaces, where consumers can engage with 
products in meaningful ways while leveraging digital technologies for 
convenience and personalisation. This evolution points toward a design 
response that prioritises flexibility, authenticity, and sustainability 
but preserves the essential human elements of shopping. This might 
manifest in modular layouts that can be easily reconfigured for events 
or exhibitions, interactive displays that enhance rather than replace 
physical interactions, and designs that tell compelling brand stories 
while educating consumers about sustainable choices. In terms of my 
final portfolio project, I will include all these features to make sure that 
sustainability is at the forefront of future consumer habits.  

Ultimately, this research suggests that physical retail spaces will remain 
indispensable, not despite but because of digital advancement. Their 
role will shift from purely transactional venues to experiential platforms 
that facilitate meaningful connections between brands, consumers, and 
communities. By embracing this evolution while maintaining their unique 
ability to provide tangible, social, and sustainable shopping experiences, 
physical stores can contribute to a more conscious and connected retail 
future. The challenge for designers and retailers moving forward will be 
to create spaces that balance innovation with authenticity, convenience 
with experience, and commercial success with environmental 
responsibility. As the retail landscape continues to evolve, physical 
stores that successfully navigate these considerations will not only 
survive but thrive as essential components of the fashion ecosystem.
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Survey Findings





LO4 Reflection
For me, online shopping often feels overwhelming, and it rarely delivers 
exactly what I’m hoping for—whether it’s the material, fit, or overall look. 
In contrast, visiting physical stores is something I always look forward to. 
Retail has always been more than just shopping; it’s a space to connect 
with family and friends, to catch up, spend time together, and offer advice 
in a relaxed, natural way.

Fashion and identity have been passions of mine since a young age. I’ve 
always enjoyed experimenting with colour, texture, and new styles or 
trends. Fashion is a powerful form of self-expression, a way to define 
yourself, whether that means standing out, blending in, or simply not caring 
what others think. Understanding your identity is key to knowing who you 
are and what you want to achieve, and I believe fashion is one of the best 
ways to showcase that journey. It’s a visual representation of personal 
growth, confidence, and individuality—a way to tell your story without 
saying a word.

I find myself particularly drawn to shops with unique, engaging interiors, 
regardless of what they’re selling. I believe that thoughtfully designed 
spaces have the power to influence how we view ourselves as consumers, 
shaping our buying habits both consciously and subconsciously. These 
spaces have the potential to create a more mindful and sustainable future.

While the speed and convenience of online shopping dominate today’s 
world, the very immediacy of it is what makes it unsustainable in the 
long run. We need to rethink our consumer behaviours to build a more 
sustainable future. This realisation motivates me to pursue a career in retail 
and commercial design. I believe this field offers greater creative freedom, 
allowing me to design spaces that push boundaries and reflect emerging 
trends.

There’s a growing need to bring people back into physical spaces. If 
everything moved to a purely digital  world, the role of interior designers 
would become obsolete, and my career could vanish. By considering the 
broader context: how design connects with the future and sustainability,I 
aim to become a more thoughtful, well-rounded designer. I want my work to 
have a deeper impact, benefiting both individuals and society, and creating 
environments that serve a greater purpose rather than simply adding 
another design to the world.

Methodology:

From my research I have identified the lack of data on whether experiential 
retail design affects consumer behaviour or sustainability. In response 
I will  develop a more nuanced approach  using interviews, surveys, or 
observational methods to understand how consumers interact with 
and respond to physical store designs. I will also look at current retail 
technologies and sustainable retail trends such as greenwashing.

In my survey, I found that the questions were clear, precise, and generated 
well-rounded, comprehensive responses. However, I noticed that some of 
the more challenging questions received fewer responses compared to 
simpler or yes/no questions. In the future, I would include a broader mix of 
question types, balancing both qualitative and quantitative inquiries, to 
gather more diverse insights across the field.



Since I distributed the survey primarily to university students, 
as well as friends and family, the majority of responses came 
from a younger demographic. This results in a slight bias in 
the data. Moving forward, I would target under-represented 
age groups more specifically to ensure the data is more 
balanced and representative. For the FPP, I will focus on the 
18-25 age range, as that is the demographic most reflected
in my data, rather than speculating about the views of older
generations who did not participate in the survey.

After consulting with tutors, it was suggested to emphasise 
sustainability in the title. However, I chose to leave it out, 
as my dissertation directly addresses whether physical 
stores are still needed in today’s society. I argue that 
physical stores play a key role in supporting sustainability 
and achieving better environmental outcomes. Therefore, 
they are essential for the future in order to combat climate 
change and environmental degradation.”

Overall:

This research will inform my Final Portfolio Project (FPP) 
by highlighting the importance of brand integrity and the 
integration of both physical and digital elements. My next 
step is to decide whether to focus on a high-street or 
high-end retail store, which will help determine the most 
suitable site and target users. Storytelling and narrative are 
crucial in influencing consumer engagement, and since my 
goal is to shift consumer behavior, I will need to develop a 
compelling narrative to achieve this. This narrative will be 
reflected in the design through an immersive experience, 
guiding users on a journey of discovery. The experience will 
not only showcase the products and brand but also educate 
customers on how to incorporate sustainability into their 
everyday lives. Ultimately, I aim to drive a shift in how brands 
approach store design, prioritising education and showroom 
experiences over profit-driven models focused solely on 
economic growth. The long-term goal is to influence the 
industry and create a new, sustainable model that other 
brands can adopt.
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