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Summary

In recent years, ‘experience’ has become an over-used and ill-de!ned term in the creation of 
physical environments, particularly in the retail industry. Designers and clients realise that the 
spaces providing sales or services need to be more than purely functional. An Econsulting/Ado-
be survey of 2020 recorded that 86% of customers were willing to spend more for a great expe-
rience over price and product.   

In 2015 Gensler were asked by C&A, a long-established European retailer in a"ordable fashion, 
to design a new retail concept applicable to their 1,500 stores across 12 countries. Due to grow-
ing competition, the aim was to develop from a transactional retail model to a customer ‘expe-
rience’ focus. There was, however, little methodology available to guide the design decisions or 
to provide relevant criteria that would be appropriate to establishing a measurable outcome.
This document describes the research carried out by the Gensler team, led by Jon Tollit, together 
with C&A during the design development process prior to implementation of the !rst stores. The 
process helped de!ne and in#uence the subsequent evolution of the Gensler Experience Index 
(ExI). 

The project incorporated Jon Tollit’s previous retail experience of over 30 years, which includ-
ed: iconic Joseph stores in London during the 1980s, with Eva Jiricna Architects; the !rst Apple 
stores in the UK in the early 2000s; and strategic development with Selfridges post-2009 with 
Gensler, all of which were at the forefront of innovation in retail design at the time. Tollit’s career 
has shadowed the changing atmosphere of brand and customer interface in di"erent markets. 
He joined Gensler in 2001 speci!cally to build a multi-disciplinary studio to investigate and de-
velop a broader understanding of this ‘people focused’ phenomenon, utilising the !rm’s global 
reach and active support of speci!c sector research, unusual in the design !eld at the time. Each 
project, in a rapid design and delivery industry, became a means of research and testing that 
would inform the subsequent project, providing relevant knowledge for future clients. Tollit be-
came !rmwide Retail Practice Area leader at Gensler in 2008.

Joseph Sloane Street London
Eva Jiricna Architects
1989
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C&A had carried out extensive research prior to Gensler’s appointment to rede!ne their unique 
selling proposition (USP) and to de!ne their new target customer, ‘Casual Pretty’. Gensler carried 
out an initial period of investigation, prior to design commencement, interviewing key stake-
holders within the business, visiting, analysing and recording information from stores in di"er-
ent countries and markets, and assessing historic store concepts speci!cally reviewed through 
the lens of customer experience and a study of the customer journey.

A unique component of the subsequent design development process and customer research 
was to build a full-size, functioning mock up that could be stress tested by a variety of customer 
demographics and the client’s inhouse teams prior to !nalising the design for roll out.

Following this process, Gensler’s Lifestyle sector across the !rm became focused on the wider 
context of experience and its impact on their clients’ businesses. Gensler have a long history 
of !nancially supporting research programmes internally to assist clients in di"erent sectors. 
In 2017 a team were provided with a grant to initially investigate the need for de!nition of the 
intangibles associated with experience. In parallel, another team studied experiential return on 
investment (ROI). Could the investment return on customer experience be measured? 

In 2007, Gensler had created a Workplace Performance Index (WPI), a pre- and post-occupancy 
tool to assess clients’ employees’ design insights before and proof statements after. Following 
the initial studies, the !rm’s leadership decided to initiate a 2 year development of an Experience 
Index (ExI) to support Lifestyle sector clients and inform the design processes. Subsequently, 
each sector rede!ned the criteria relevant for their speci!c markets, including retail.

Gensler research publications vol 1 & 2
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Background

The retail industry represents the critical way humans interact, consume and exchange value. 
Its background is as old as society itself where simple exchange was the basis for community 
interaction and social survival.

In the last 150 years retail has evolved into a sophisticated representation of supply and de-
mand, through di"erent mechanisms that mediate between product supply, customer require-
ments and purchase ambitions.

Most recently, customer choice and the rapid evolution of internet shopping together with 
mobile technology has transformed the transactional relationship into an omni-channel inter-
face. Retailers have begun to recognise the importance of creating an engaged customer base, 
through the in-depth understanding of their behaviour, even though the methods and data 
available to achieve this were limited until recently. In line with this, the design of interior spaces 
needed to adjust its process from maximising selling space and product display to understand-
ing individual customer requirements and particularly the customer journey.

Secondary research is essential to stay relevant in the rapidly evolving global environment. Trend 
watching, industry reports and case studies are crucial for clients and designers to be aware 
of changes within their market and competition di"erentiation. Deloitte, McKinsey and PWC 
have evolved their analysis and reporting to include experience retail over recent years. Market 
research developed rapidly over the same period, with many companies providing primary re-
search data collection services for brands to inform and validate their business decision making.
The aim to understand customer experience was discussed back in the 1980s (Holbrook and 
Hirschman, 1982), became almost mainstream by the late 1990s (Pine II and Gilmore, 1998) and 

New Store Concept
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was further enhanced by the philosophical in#uence of phenomenology prevalent at that time: 
‘Existential-phenomenology is presented as an alternative paradigm for conceptualizing and 
studying consumer experience. Basic theoretical tenets of existential-phenomenology are con-
trasted with more traditional assumptions and methods used in consumer research’ (Thompson 
et al, 1989: 133).

By 2019, over 65% of companies were competing on experience, up from 36% in 2010. The de-
sire to explain and codify experience has become a fundamental part of retail focused research, 
as has the testing of di"erent approaches through qualitative enquiry, including narrative anal-
ysis, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography and case studies. 
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Project description

Throughout the project, Tollit headed the multi-disciplinary team as Principal of Gensler, and 
acted as the main interface with the client’s departmental leads and directors through a speci!-
cally formed Steering Group. The Gensler team included retail and brand strategists, consulting 
analysts, retail designers, graphic designers and visual merchandisers. The client team included 
project sponsor, brand, environmental design, graphic design, visual merchandising, product, 
!nance, HR and delivery representatives, in addition to regional teams from various European 
countries. 

The ability and desire of the Gensler team to work proactively with the client team and evolve 
an appropriate design solution through analysis and testing, supported by wider international 
industry knowledge, was fundamental to the practice winning the project in the !rst instance, 
through a competitive interview process.  

The design stage was limited in timescale from appointment in March 2015 to commencement 
of the !rst store and phase 1 roll out in January 2016.

The initial research carried out by the client de!ned the customer value proposition (CVP) and 
was shared soon after appointment. Further analysis of existing stores and competitor stores 
was carried out by surveying existing customers, to assess and understand the current position 
of the brand.
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Selection of Casual 

Pretty as strategic 

core target 

segment

Casual pretty 

enrichment:

� Demographics

� Behavior

� Style 

preferences

� Brand 

preferences

“Inspired by life”

� Concept derived 

and tested with 

consumers 

across 6 

countries

� Communication 

launched to Top 

100 

� Further rollout 

put on hold

Objective:

� To sharpen CVP 

further and align 

with company 

values, family 

strategy and 

CSR mission

� To enrich Casual 

Pretty with a 

deeper 

understanding of 

her core 

motivations

Objective:

� To turn C&A into 

a more 

consumer centric 

organization

� To make 

sharpened CVP 

tangible at every 

consumer touch 

point, e.g. brand 

communication, 

store, product, 

CRM

Five customer 

segments:

� Casual Pretty

� Demanding 

Pragmatist

� Comfy dresser 

on a budget

� Timeless Cheap 

and Chic

� Smart fashion 

aspirant

Scope of current CVP activation initiative

Since August 2014, we have worked on sharpening the CVP and are now 
starting the rollout phase

4
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Phase 1: 
August `14 – February `15

Determining the purpose through sharpening the CVP 

DeliverablesProgram Approach 

Store ExperienceStore Experience

ProductProduct

CommunicationCommunication

Phase 2: 
March – December `15

� Engagement of all employees
� Activation of the CVP

CVP

Market Research

Qualitative research
- Casual Pretty Storytelling 

Circles
Quantitative research

- Casual Pretty motivations
research

Ͳ CVP validation

/Ŷ
Ɛŝ
ĚĞ

ͲŽ
Ƶƚ

Internal audit

- Family DNA  
- Stakeholder interviews
- Employee Storytelling Circle
- CSR activities and Foundation

Customer ServiceCustomer Service

SustainabilitySustainability

C&A brie!ng
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The !rst phase of research included immersion in the brand strategy, an audit of regional stores 
via site visits, and regional and internal stakeholder interviews. The team also carried out a thor-
ough analysis of recent C&A store developments to assess their potential for further develop-
ment within the New Store Concept (NSC), focusing on the customer journey and key ‘moments 
of engagement’ within the store. The results were summarised following analysis to re!ne the 
design brief.

The design concept was developed based on de!ned parameters established by this process. 
The tool for research was a full-size and fully operational mock up of the design concept, which 
could be beta tested by various groups: di"erent customer demographics, merchandise teams, 
technical teams, store operational sta", cost consultants, management teams and delivery 
teams. This was completed and ready for use by October 2015. The client’s internal team uti-
lised the interim period to recruit, de!ne and invite participants in the assessment process pro-
grammed for October and November 2015.

Concept 
development

Concept 
development
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Research aims

The overall research aim was to investigate to what extent it is possible to develop from a trans-
actional retail model to a customer ‘experience’ focus, using an innovative, multi-disciplinary 
methodology that combined narrative analysis, phenomenology, grounded theory, and case 
studies with a full-size mock up of the design concept that allowed for an ethnographic analysis 
of customers in their ‘natural’ retail environment.  

The project provided a unique opportunity to test a number of methods in order to de!ne and 
develop a design solution in conjunction with a client with a similar ambition. It enabled the 
team to carry out an iterative process including testing and feedback prior to commitment of a 
!nal solution.

The design process is normally more concept driven as a means for designer selection rather 
than engaging with a !rm to de!ne and develop the appropriate solution for a particular user 
base. The investment in a new concept prior to any customer research is costly and time con-
suming without any certainty of success against de!ned parameters.

The process enabled C&A and Gensler to analyse existing conditions and mindsets, and to estab-
lish speci!c design criteria based on customer experience and the customer journey in place of 
old data metrics and siloed thinking.

The mock up provided a #exible tool to assess the actual performance and response of custom-

Mock-up under construction
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Mock-Up Ground Floor Plan Mock-Up First Floor Plan

ers in a real environment, record responses and feedback, and amend, adjust and rede!ne the 
approach.

It also enabled the various internal teams to test performance but also to observe and engage 
with the data gathering. The aim being to de!ne a uni!ed language and ambition for the brand 
and to achieve ‘buy in’ from all departments to support and understand the intent of the roll 
out programme, taking ownership and reacting to their speci!c requirements across di"erent 
regions.

Mock-up under construction
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Typical Existing Store 

Research methods

A variety of research methods were utilised at di"erent stages of the design evolution.

The client had used surveys and interviews as primary research methods to establish the target 
customer together with brand strategy thinking in de!ning their USP (unique selling proposi-
tion). 20,000 women were interviewed over 3 years, gathering qualitative and quantitative infor-
mation as well as an internal audit.

Following appointment, Gensler carried out background research to fully understand the USP 
and also to analyse the existing physical formats in di"erent country regions. 

Documentation and reports prepared by the client were reviewed. Interviews were carried out 
with key department heads and stakeholders of all aspects of the business, including product, 
management, IT, visual merchandising, HR and !nance.

Each country region was visited and selected stores of di"erent size and format were observed 
in operation with intercept interviews including customers and sta".

Previous design concepts over 30 years, still in operation, were reviewed and analysed through 
the new lens of customer journey. Through site visits and observation each site was compared 
against de!ned criteria, and plans of each store were marked up and recorded for presentation 
and discussion within the Steering Group. This information de!ned the design brief and fed into 
workshops to assess the concept as it developed.

NSC mock-up
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Customers can be asked questions as to their preferences, but it is uncertain if they know what 
they want and also the questioning is usually out of context of a retail environment. From an-
thropological learning, testing is best carried out in a customer’s natural environment where 
learnt behaviours are expressed. To establish a response to a new concept it normally requires 
subjective design thinking and decision making prior to a test site being constructed for cus-
tomer analysis.

To simulate the environment, a full scale mock up was therefore developed. The mock up ena-
bled a variety of research techniques: observation, shop-a-longs and intercepts as well as focus 
groups, discussion forums, interviews and surveys. This provided insight into what variables had 
the biggest impact on customer behaviours and their emotive response to new propositions.
Comparative research was carried out against the relevant competition (H&M, Zara, Primark) to 
benchmark the brand’s performance through the eyes of their existing and target customers. 

Research Approach
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The  method used comprised quantitative, face-to-face surveys with customers from Dusseldorf 
and Rattingen in Germany. A total of 2,279 respondents were involved, comprising 1,239 cus-
tomers and 1,490 non-customers. 1,819 were aged 25-44 years, 910 were aged 45-46 and nearly 
200 were 18-24, close to the Clockhouse (young adult brand) target group. 1,387 of the respond-
ents were women (of which 553 ‘Casual Pretty’ to meet target criteria). De!ned Key Performance 
Indicators, including Net Promotor Score, Preference, Revisit and Purchase, were assessed, to-
gether with the new store concept, against the competition.

The store experience was assessed through detailed diagnostics: overall, look and feel, clarity, 
o"er and operations. Further granularity was analysed against di"erent demographics of cus-
tomer: Ladies, ‘Casual Pretty’(CVP), Men, Children.

There were also questions relating to areas of improvement: store design, atmosphere, !tting 
rooms, assortment and overall improvement. Further detailed analysis also provided insight to 
key customer touch points: cash desks and !tting rooms.

The di"erent ‘Worlds’ (departments) were analysed by demographic and speci!c criteria: look 
and feel, clarity and o"er. From interviews, speci!c elements were highlighted as positive ‘likes’, 
which included collection, worlds design, decoration elements and atmosphere. The reporting 
of actual quotes helped to communicate the customer aspirations, which could be understood 
by di"erent departments in design, product, visual merchandising or communications.
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Findings and conclusions

The recordings provided an unexpected and unpredicted level of improvement and response.
The top line !nding was that the ‘NSC signi!cantly outclassed C&A Stadttor and other compe-
tition on all KPI’s and diagnostics.’ The NSC was appreciated for being appealing and surprising, 
an engaging ambience and an up-to-date o"er. Over 90% responded that the concept received 
the highest approval ratings on brand personality, ambience, operations, clarity and collection. 
It received less high ratings on windows and how to create a new look, while more than 50% 
could not de!ne any improvements. ‘Customers also spontaneously appreciated the neat, light, 
clear, modern/young and inviting character of the store’.  

The research showed that the customers responded to the key attributes established as im-
portant to the experience and benchmarked against existing stores and the competition. The 
responses were much higher than expected by the client and well exceeded the minimum 10% 
uplift required. These results provided the necessary con!dence to proceed with the proposals, 
and establish budgets and logistics for the planned delivery programme.

Adjustments were made to the visual merchandising, !xturing, brand messaging, digital con-
tent and material speci!cations through means of rapid prototyping, including a rigorous value 
engineering process enabling suppliers, contractors and sub-contractors to review the installa-
tion and feedback on relevant issues prior to manufacture.

The opening of the !rst stores provided the opportunity for further direct feedback from cus-
tomers, and the queues at opening and the sales !gures from the !rst programme of stores 
proved that the approach was successful and delivered the aims of the brief.

Overall, the conclusion was that it, therefore, is possible to develop from a transactional retail 
model to a customer ‘experience’ focus, using the innovative, multi-disciplinary methodology 
outlined above, and that the methodology can lead to results that bene!t both the client and 
customers, and will make the brand better prepared for further changes in a volatile industry. 

NSC research results

Comp 1
Comp 2 Comp 3
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Dissemination

Following the completion of the initial test sites Gensler were appointed to create application/
delivery guidelines as an online digital tool, and hard copies and videos for the communication 
of the design and implementation process to all those involved in the process: country teams, 
contractors and suppliers.

Gensler also carried out personal training sessions for internal brand teams from the regions to 
enable them to fully understand the design tool kit and how to approach the design of stores of 
di"erent sizes, shapes and formats to meet relevant local customer criteria, local regulations and 
maintain adherence to the concept for continuity and consistency. Gensler sta" were embed-
ded within the client teams to ensure dissemination of the knowledge.

The brand created videos of the customer experience and feedback, as a summary of the design 
approach by the key stakeholders in the team, used as internal PR and communication through-
out the business.

The store openings were celebrated events in many major European shopping malls and town 
centres creating good PR in local press and on media stations, as well as extensive chatter on 
social media.

NSC opening
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Esteem indicators

Gensler has won many awards for their retail design, internationally, over many years. Design 
solutions, however, are not created solely for their image or celebration by third parties or peer 
groups. Design solutions, for Gensler, are created primarily for people to experience and enjoy 
through the lens of the brand (client). 

The main criterion of retail design for most clients is the return on investment. The feedback 
for the !rst phase of implementation was overwhelmingly positive from a customer response 
point of view, which translated into increased footfall, increase in return visits and a larger than 
expected percentage increase in sales (in some instances more than double the required target).
The design was created to be #exible and adaptable, while maintaining the overall concept. The 
design proved to be scalable, adaptable to di"erent locations, customer demands and buying 
patterns across varied cultural and socio-economic regions in Europe, and has been developed 
to operate e"ectively at di"erent investment models, whilst maintaining the same quality of 
customer experience and brand consistency.
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Gensler communicate and develop their research and strategies both internally and externally. 
The network of 6,500 sta" in 52 o$ces globally share and present to each other across practice 
areas regularly to cross-pollinate to other markets. They also carry out their own research pro-
grammes to stay ahead of trends and to support clients. These are shared and published online, 
through email blasts, publications, seminars and industry forums.

Having been involved in the retail industry for most of his career, Jon Tollit has completed pro-
jects around the world. He shares his experience at external industry events, conferences, in in-
terviews and through lectures, as studio tutor and Research Fellow at Oxford Brookes University, 
and as professional examiner. He is also invited to participate on awards juries and on advisory 
groups for a range of organisations. The C&A experience has been submitted for a variety of 
awards and is utilised as a case study by Gensler internally within the !rm and to win future work.

NSC Lingerie Dept Bern
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Research development

In 2017, as part of Gensler’s research programme, various teams began to de!ne the nature 
of retailers’ concerns in an e"ort to understand the intangibles of experience. One team asked 
‘How does design transform the user experience , and can we measure and track its business 
impact?’ This was carried out by conducting a series of client roundtables in 5 major cities to 
explore the meaning of experiential design through the perspective of clients, and to examine 
how one might better measure and track its business impact.

It found that there was need to establish a common language to ensure consistency to form the 
basis of any means of measurement. It also con!rmed the need to better understand human 
behaviour. In order to be able to measure, it is necessary to understand people through psycho-
graphic as well as demographic analysis and adding ethnography to survey data.

A team also studied Experiential ROI. Could the investment return on customer experience be 
measured? A review of existing research, interviews and a study of theoretical frameworks helped 
develop a deeper insight. The research found that a positive customer experience showed a 
stronger correlation to loyalty than customer satisfaction, but meant that retailers should design 
for the entire customer experience across the organisation. The team proposed a revised design 
process to communicate with clients to ensure stakeholder engagement, e"ective background 
research and buy-in to design solutions.

These initial high-level studies indicated to Gensler that there was a need for more development 
to be able to understand customers better and to support clients more e"ectively in strategic 
and design decision making.

Gensler research papers 2017
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The earlier development of the Workplace Performance Index, WPI, became the template. It was 
decided by the !rm to initiate work to de!ne and create an Experience Index, ExI.

The Gensler Experience Index was the result of a rigorous, mixed-methods research investiga-
tion that combined qualitative, ethnographic research (30 two-hour observations and interviews 
with people in !ve markets across the US to gather insights about experience) with quantitative 
research that included a nationwide, panel-based survey of 4,000+ US respondents. In addition, 
incidence and pilot surveys were conducted to prepare for the ethnographic and survey work. 
This mixed-methods approach allowed the capture of stories and contextual insights that speak 
to user emotions, or the ‘soft’ side of experience, while the analytics allowed con!rmation and 
enhancement of insights through quantitative, statistical methods.

Gensler WPI

Gensler WPI
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This uncovered 5 intentions that frame expectations and experiences: task, social, entertain-
ment, discovery and aspiration.

The ExI is a unique tool to provide a consistent process and terminology enabling measurable 
results to be used for speci!c projects, and to build a database of information for clients to utilise 
and benchmark against. The process has been shared widely through conferences and publica-
tions and has been utilised on many projects within the !rm.

In 2018, this approach to experience became more granular as the research was disseminated 
across di"erent and speci!c Lifestyle practice areas, including Retail. 

Gensler Experience Index
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The future

In the subsequent years the retail industry has continued to be volatile. Brands who have failed 
to understand their customers’ changing mentality and shopping habits have su"ered, closing 
stores or even ceasing to trade. The increase in internet shopping has certainly seen the bene!t 
of e$ciency and immediacy, but the role of the physical environment has continued to be ques-
tioned and to evolve. The need is now greater for the physical environment to be a place that 
people choose to be, to physically engage with products, to try out, personalise, compare and 
select even if they purchase elsewhere. ‘Showrooming’ is combined with community, socialising, 
entertainment, creativity and learning.

A brand must unify its internal departments to be holistic and consistent across channels with a 
clear message and to engage with customers continually at an emotional level. This will require 
data collection at a more immediate and responsive level, utilising multiple methods of infor-
mation exchange, social media, tracking and surveys, interpreted through machine learning to 
enable environments to be responsive as working prototypes. They need to be adaptive to cus-
tomers’ requirements to remain relevant in a dynamic partnership. 

Gensler Experience Index
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