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In the retail world, that adage may be the one

P consumers find the most debatable. For most of
us, shopping is just as much about the experience
as the end purchase. In cities where real estate is
charged at a premium, what you pay for includes
a portion of the rent, the staff’s salary, the interior
design and the marketing campaign fo get you
fo part ways with your cash. Yet when the overall
experience is rewarding, memorable or fun, you

are getting much more than just the product you
take away. You are also being entertained. And the
way a shop looks has a lot to do with the level of
entertainment offered.

The nagging Greek chorus of die-hard Internet
shoppers may wail that downtown real estate is no
longer necessary for a fantastic retail experience.
And they do have a point. As online purchasing
becomes more streamlined, as welbsites get more
compelling, as images more realistically portray
the actual product, the need to physically leave
the home to buy something diminishes. It is no
coincidence that as mobile devices and WiFi
™ become more ubiquitous, suburban malls previously
anchored by department stores have become
ghost towns. But, in just the same way everyone
thought the paperless office would surely follow
’ computer domination in the workplace, smart
and successful merchandisers understand that the
Internet is just one engine of their business. People
forking out a substantial wad of cash naturally want
to test drive the car they are interested in acquiring,
or to slip on a diamond ring to see how it looks
against their skin. They may do their research online
to narrow down their choices; they may exclusively
buy certain products through their favourite
websites. But no alternative shopping method
can replace the enjoyment of interacting with a
well-informed merchant over a coveted product.
As with the exponentially increasing number of
product choices available these days, the modes for
acquiring those products are also increasing.

Having established that retail shops will continue
to be part of our landscape for the time being, it
may be argued that they face stiffer competition
than ever before. Cookie-cutter or purely utilitarian
design just doesn’t cut it anymore when it comes
fo attracting consumers; even luxury brands must
strike a balance between incorporating the label’s

DNA and rolling out standards with something fresh
to entice shoppers across the threshold. Nowhere

is this more evident than in a city like Hong Kong.

As mainland Chinese consumers’ spending dollars
increase, their taste is commensurately becoming
more sophisticated. Streets crammed with luxury
brands alone are soon no longer going to satisfy their
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fickle appetites. After all, many of the same designers are
opening bigger and shinier boutiques across the border,
so why bother coming to Hong Kong to fight the (possibly
nasty) crowds? Indeed, mainland Chinese shoppers’
expectations are changing fast; while they once used

to come to Hong Kong for reliable-quality products and
items simply not available back home (or available at
outrageously inflated prices), now they are coming for
more leisurely pursuits. That makes destination shopping
all the more relevant: shoppers are seeking more than the
products they are attempting to purchase.

Designing retail spaces seem to be a no-brainer. A stroll
through Temple Street or Ladies’ Market in Hong Kong's
Kowloon district indicates that all it takes are a few hooks,
some vertical surfaces for display and a vendor who

can dispense the cormrect change. Those who specialise
in shop design know that a successful space involves a
multitude of factors: a shopfront with arresting display that
immediately communicates the products’ value and the
brand’s persondlity; infuitive circulation generous enough
for customers to examine products discreetly; a strong
concept that reinforces the brand's mission statement

in fhree-dimensional form; lighting that showcases the
products while supporting the brand; colours, textures
and patterns that enhance rather than compete with
the merchandise; music or background acoustics to tie
the experience together without being intrusive; clear
delineation of the cash counter, demonstration areas
and temporary displays; and a basic understanding of .
human psychology. Shoppers may spend a few minutes
in a shop, or they could be there for the better part gf its
opening hours. The store should cater to these extiremes;
it needs to be efficiently laid out to allow customers

to quickly find what they are looking for, while being a
comfortably worthwhile investment of their time so that
they will want to repeat their experience.

Due to the nature of the discipline, the lifecycle of a
store’s inferior design tends to be shorter than that of
commercial spaces such as corporate offices or hotels.
After all, refail establishment leases are shorter, walls and
furnishings get dinged through confinuous usage, brands
are constantly rebranding and, with so many alternative
distractions, consumers’ attention spans are decreasing.
It has become common for a shop to renovate after
several years — or less — to try and regain market share.
Increasingly, the store’s real estate is being used in
creative ways, particularly in places such as showrooms
for lifestyle products, furnishings and appliances. Rather
than just displaying merchandise in a passive fashion,
many showrooms are opening up to become exhibition
and event venues as well. Potential customers can get

a faste, as it were, of the featured products through,

say, a cooking demonstration, a private dinner or a
group discussion, allowing them to form a more lasting
bond with both the brand and the products they may

eventually own. As showrooms are transformed into
event spaces, what they showcase get a nightlife Thot‘ U
helps to bolster the brand. -

Another frequently seen way to prolong a customer'’s
stay in a retail space is to make the area a hybrid of
sorts. Shops enhanced with small cafes and/or lounge
areas foster a relaxing vibe, allowing customers to
slow down, enjoy a snack and maybe return to the
store for additional purchases. There are some retailers
that naturally lend themselves to hybridisation; leisure
and lifestyle stores such as those selling music, books
and entertainment often feature an in-house cafe or
a coffee counter. On the other end of the spectrum

is the gourmet food retailer that offers a few chairs
and tables for those who can't wait fo tuck info

the delicious pastries or chocolates they have just
selected. As food porn becomes ever more prevalent
through social media, good-looking eats have
become the norm and showing off dishes in a chic
retail setting has turned into something of a fine art.

In our material world today, it seems everything is

for sale. Fast fashion and disposable commodities
have captured the fancy of the general population

to the point where some folks can no longer fell

the difference between cheap goods produced

with questionable labour in some underdeveloped

or developing country, and a high-quality item
produced locally — nor does it matter much to them.
While some are not concerned with the means as

long as they have the end-product, caveat emptor

still rules. Customers’ expectations are at an all-time
high, and value for money has never been more A
crifical. The savvier retailers understand that their
brand'’s DNA must percolate through every aspect of ,

the store's hardware and software, to give customers P {
an all-round sensory experience that would, hopefully, )
generate future return trips. 9 7
In our annual retail issue, we look at some high- ~ é’d

concept environments that go beyond merely
selling. They titillate customers by enveloping them
as if in a cocoon, lulling them into the brand's realm
if only for a few moments in a busy day, o evoke
an aspirational vision just within reach. By combining
singular architecture, tactile materials and displays

worthy of double-takes, these shops make the pulse
race. We also pick the brains of some leading retail
personalities in design and development to discuss
recent trends, from large-scale shopping malls to
what makes a successful showroom environment.

Caution: you may want to hide your credit cards
before flipping the page.



House of Madison ‘ |
Home furnishings, appliances ’ \
Hong Kong i
Norman Chan
1,200sg m A
Generous, as befitting a showroom of luxury '
designer products

More than a showroom, three-storey space
featuring lifestyle brands Bulthaup, Sub Zero,

Wolf and Rimadesio aims to be multipurpose Y W A '_
‘playground’ for gourmet chefs, private parties, ] '-_;: / =, #
visiting speakers and art installations. Rather than ys ; \ )
concentrating on products per se, showroom ”'{:—
seeks to encourage memorable experiences in
‘ » L ] a -

association with those products. Leafy terrace
running the width of the first floor equipped with
a barbecue for outdoor culinary events. Internal ".1' =

staircase between the three levels physically
h y -
R L, :

-
reinforces the distributor’'s home concept. Al
Temporary installations, such as celebrities’ fridge

contents within the appliances showcased, add &
layers of interest (and ingenuity) to the products. '.'.
Stone, hardwood, paint, glass, aluminium /

Fine balance between subtle sophistication and ) '\ ' o . . -
creature comforts. Products almost fade info J
the background - but not quite. Timber ceiling I,*,l‘ ]
% planks and warm colours evoke residential feel. 3 ;' .,':
Installations invite fouch and experimentation, with L 1

Es
L

v enough room surrounding them for each piece to ' B -

o

shine individually. A space that looks as good when 'S
full of people as when empty.
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Muiji
Apparel, accessories, footwear, furnishings, homeware, lifestyle, stationery, food, cafe
Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li, Chengdu, China

Atsushi Sugimoto, Muiji's in-house interior designer

Gigantic, at 3,016sg m

Modest; it is, after all, Muiji

The Japanese “no brand” retailer’s lagship store in China (and its biggest store
outside Japan). With so much square footage to play with, all of Muiji's core values
of upcycling and minimalism on display. Old books transformed into feature walls in
restaurant Cafe&Meal; suspended and lit products such as bottles and containers
form infriguing oversized chandelier in stairwell. Generous ceiling heights allow for
clever displays, including scattering of coloured pencils above a stationery kiosk.
Natural materials such as weathered timber used generously, with rustic touches
including old barrels or wicker baskets for displaying products. Contains in-house
apparel alteration kiosk MujiYourself, [dee (Muiji's satellite designer furniture brand)
and al fresco terrace adjacent to Cafe&Meal.

Multiple entries on various levels allow
for targeted shopping. Excellent use

of vertical spaces and voids. Good mix
of open voids and circulation corridors.
Timber, tile, wire, glass, plastic lit boxes
and kiosks, paint

Combination of supersized graphics
identifies shop within the outdoor

retail complex. Succinct product
descriptions consistent with the
brand’s no-fuss policy.

One-stop shop for Muiji fans. Every
component, from helpful, casually
clad sales staff to barebones in-house
toilet, reinforces the brand's DNA of
simplified sophistication. Suspended
displays draw attention and facilitate
flow between zones. Products displayed
on open shelving from floor fo ceiling
let visitors take in the store’s offerings in
one sweeping glance. Fully immersive
shopping experience.
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Gemania

Jewellery

Yibin, Sichuan province, China

Joey Ho Design

352sg m

Luxe, given that Corian, plush carpeting and leather abound

Facets of light from the facade mimic concealed
gemstone, establishing nature of the shop to passersby.
Inside, precious metals and gems sparkle against
background of undulating curves and muted colours.
Warm colours such as copper and chocolate allude to
depths of the earth where the products were sourced.
Touches of bling such as in gold pendant lamps and
framed display cases reiterate merchandise. Cave-like and
cocooning, space lulls shoppers into sense of franquility — a
realm where they don't mind pulling out their credit cards.
Carpet, glass, stainless steel, aluminium, stone, paint, wood
veneer, leather, fabric, wallpaper, tile, Corian

Part museum, part gallery. Circulation infuitive and organic.
Glass displays allow for 360-degree views of products, with
plenty of surfaces and seating for customers to see how
they look against one's complexion. Classy and elegant;
with right amount of flair to complement the jewels. Smart
to divvy up products into a lower floor for metals, with more
exclusive upper floor for jewels.

Zhi Cheng Chai



Hong Kong-based Swire Properties has
been at the forefront of ‘destination retail
experiences’ for decades. One of its latest
projects is Sino-Ocean Taikoo Li Chengdu
(Taikoo Li for short), a joint venture with
Sino-Ocean Land. Situated in Chengdu’s
downtown shopping and business district
above a newly constructed metro line,
the project is an open-air complex
consisting of more than 100,000sg m of
retail space designed as lanes by The
Oval Partnership. The site incorporates
five traditional courtyard structures,

some of them dating back to the Qing
Dynasty, plus a tower built during the Ming
Dynasty. Three of the older volumes are
used for exhibitions, events, retail and
F&B, while one has been converted info
the boutique hotel The Temple House's
lobby, and another info its spa. The 30
new buildings here, all inferconnected on
the second level, are sympathetic fo the
historical structures and feature sloping
roofs with overhangs typically found in
Sichuan architecture. Swire Properties’
Retail Director Alvin Kong discusses why
Taikoo Li'is setting the benchmark for
experiential shopping in China's most
lifestyle-driven city.

“Swire Properties has established a firm
foothold in mainland China with four

developments currently in operation

in three cities. Each is unique in the

wayy it represents the city's character
and local context. Taikoo Li Sanlitun is
Beijing’s fashion icon, while Taikoo Hui is
a lifestyle solution for Guangzhou. Taikoo
Liin Chengdu incorporates fraditional
Sichuan-style architectural elements and
a retail concept with the duality of ‘fast
lane’ and ‘slow lane’ — we define it as
‘play fast, live slow’.

“Taikoo Li as a retail concept is an outdoor
experience. The shopping lanes lead
customers to the various public plazas

in the centre, which always have a
particular architectural point of interest:
an old building, a pagoda, a water
feature or a piece of artwork. The public
plazas also follow our ‘fast lane’ and ‘slow
lane’ concept. There are the more vibrant
plazas for events and exhibitions as well

as plazas for one to slow down in, for a
moment of peace and quiet enjoyment.
The indoor spaces are positioned around
the plazas and the lanes, and they

come with a range of unique features:
balconies, courtyards, rooftops, skylights
and indoor atria. There is always a view,
and the indoor and outdoor experiences
are tightly woven together.

“The open-plan architecture is
complemented by a carefully crafted
trade mix with some of the most inspiring
fashion, lifestyle, entertainment and F&B
brands and concepts from all over China
and the world. Our tenants bring some
amazing stores with creative interior
design and forward-thinking concepts

to the centre. Our diversity is a very
strong part of the experience. We also
have a positioning variation from the
west to the east, with premium brands
congregating on the West Lane and
high-energy anchors represented on the
East Lane. With such clear concept and
leasing direction, it helps retailers visualise
the future centre. We have flagship
stores from the luxury community such as
Gucci, Hermes and Cartier. We also have
concept stores from Fangsuo Commune,
Muiji and Starbucks Reserve. This passion to
push boundaries and achieve something
unique is common to all tenants at Taikoo
Li."”
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Aime Patisserie
Pastries
Huangpu District, Shanghai, China T
Luk Studio

63sg m

Decent

Macaroon becomes a design motif. Spatial
experience not unlike unwrapping a present
to discover tasty treat inside. Facade's
enticing grid of translucent paper circles and
semi-circles franslated info a sloping ceiling
pattern and back display wall within the
boomerang-shaped shop. Two zones: foyer
with bar and seating, and display counter
behind. Colour palette expands from white
to purple, yellow and red deeper within shop,
while the facade’s two dimensions extend to
a third one.

Glass, tile, terrazzo, paper, paint, Corian
Delicate and refined, like products it
showcases. Arcs and discs are part of
modular system that do double duty as
ceiling openings for spotlights and speakers
or wall display shelves. A light-as-air standout
along street teeming with doughnut and
coffee franchise heavyweights. Bare
minimum of furnishings; lack of clutter and
adornment keeps attention on sweets.
Peter Dixie for LOTAN Architectural
Photography
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