DESIGN GUIDE — RETAIL SPACES

Retail
Design

How to design a retail environment that sells without selling — and builds the kind of loyalty that advertising cannot.
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The Harmony House Guide to
Retail Interior Design

A retail space has to do something that almost no other building type is asked to do: it has to sell without selling. The
moment a store starts feeling like a sales environment — pressured, optimised, fluorescent — the experience
collapses. What works is the opposite: a space that feels like it was designed for the customer to linger, to discover,
to feel something. This guide covers the design decisions that create that experience.

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

This guide is organised around the decisions that most determine whether a retail interior design project succeeds.
Each section addresses a distinct design consideration — the questions to ask, the trade-offs to understand, and the
principles that guide our approach. Use it as a framework for your own project conversations.

01

The Discovery Brief: Layout and Customer Journey

Conventional retail wisdom says clarity sells — a clear path from entrance to checkout, product displayed at eye
level, nothing to confuse or delay. That wisdom is correct for high-volume, low-margin retail. For the kind of
independent boutique retail that Harmony House designs for, a different logic applies: the best stores feel like
discoveries.

A discovery-oriented layout resists the natural impulse to optimise every square foot for product display. Instead, it
creates zones that feel semi-autonomous — each with its own character, its own light level, its own implied invitation.
Customers move between them as if exploring a small house rather than processing through a commercial space.

— Define the customer's emotional arc before designing the layout

— Create moments of compression (narrow passage) and release (open zone) in sequence

— The first thing a customer sees on entry sets the tone for the entire experience

— A'"slow zone" — a place to pause, touch, and consider — increases dwell time and conversion

— The path to the checkout should not feel like a funnel
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“ The best stores feel like discoveries. Design for the experience of finding
something, not the efficiency of selling it.”

02

Lighting as Merchandising

Lighting in retail is not ambient illumination — it is a merchandising tool. The eye is drawn to light, and how a product
is lit determines whether it reads as precious or generic, discoverable or overlooked. Retail lighting requires a layer of
accent lighting (track, adjustable recessed, or display lighting) that can be directed specifically at merchandise, in
addition to ambient lighting that establishes the overall mood of the space.

The colour temperature of retail lighting is a brand decision as much as a technical one. Warm white (2700—-3000K)
creates a boutique, residential feeling — appropriate for gift, apparel, beauty, and lifestyle retail. Neutral white
(3500—4000K) reads as more clinical and professional — appropriate for some product categories but rarely for the
kind of experiential retail we work on.

— Accent-to-ambient ratio: accent fixtures should be 3-5 times brighter than ambient
— Adjustable track lighting allows merchandise display to be updated without rewiring
— Window display lighting: separate circuit, highest intensity, warm but not yellow

— Warm white (2700-3000K) for lifestyle, gift, and apparel retail

— Mirror lighting: flatter, not dramatic — customers should want to see themselves clearly

03

Display Fixtures and Millwork

The fixtures and millwork of a retail space are its furniture — and they determine whether the space reads as
considered or as constructed. Custom millwork that carries the design language of the store throughout every display
surface, shelf, and counter creates a coherence that stock fixtures cannot replicate, regardless of how they are
arranged.

We have seen many retail projects where the design is carefully resolved in renderings and then value-engineered
into stock fixtures during the build. The result is a space that looks generically retail rather than specifically itself. The
millwork is where the brand lives in physical form — it is not the place to save money.

— Custom millwork is the brand's physical identity — specify it in construction documents, not as an afterthought
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— Display surfaces should be designed at the right height for the product category being shown
— Shelving depth: shallower than you think is almost always better — product should not disappear into shelves
— The counter is where the transaction happens — it should feel substantial and considered

— Open vs. closed display: open is more inviting; closed is more curated; most stores need both

“The millwork is where the brand livesin physical form. It is not the place to
save money.”

04

The Threshold and Window: Before the Customer
Enters

The threshold and window display determine whether a customer enters at all. In a retail context, the first impression
is not the reception desk — it is the storefront, the window composition, and the door. These elements must work
together to signal who this store is for and what they will find inside.

Window displays are editorial statements, not just product arrangements. The best window displays convey a point of
view and an aesthetic sensibility that makes the appropriate customer want to enter. They are changed frequently
enough to give regular passersby a reason to pay attention.

— The window display should communicate the brand in less than three seconds
— Window lighting should be brighter than the interior — it should draw the eye from outside
— Signage: readable at a distance, refined up close, in a typeface that carries the brand

— The door handle is a tactile brand touchpoint — it should feel substantial and considered

— Entry flooring: durable, easy to clean, and welcoming — the customer's first surface contact

05

Brand Storytelling Through Material

The most durable brand work in a retail environment is done through material rather than graphics. A logo can be
refreshed; a material palette that has been built into the walls, floors, and fixtures is the brand identity in physical
form. It requires more thought upfront and rewards that thought for the life of the store.
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Material coherence — the sense that every surface in the store is in conversation with every other surface — is what
separates a store that feels designed from one that feels decorated. It does not require expensive materials; it
requires considered ones.

— Define a material palette of three to five elements before specifying anything

— The palette should carry through walls, floors, fixtures, and packaging if possible

— Natural and artisanal materials signal quality and care more reliably than expensive manufactured ones
— Texture at touchpoints (the counter edge, the door pull, the display shelf) matters enormously

— Consistency is more powerful than drama — a coherent material story is more memorable than a statement wall

06

Operations. Designing for the People Who Work There

A retail space is a workplace, and the experience of the staff who operate in it matters both to them and to the
customers they serve. A store that is visually beautiful but operationally impossible — inadequate storage, a poorly
positioned counter, no space to wrap merchandise without crowding the customer — will fail its staff in ways that
ultimately fail its customers.

Operational intelligence in retail means designing the stock room, the wrapping area, the staff facilities, and the POS
position with the same care as the display floor. These are the elements that determine whether the store can actually
do what it promises.

— Counter position: at the back of the store to draw customers through, or to the side to maximise floor space
— Wrapping and packaging area: adjacent to counter, out of customer sightline if possible
— Stock room: easily accessible from the floor without disrupting customer experience

— POS system integration: plan cable and power routes in the design phase

— Staff should be able to manage the store solo during quiet periods — design for it

“ A storethat is visually beautiful but operationally impossible will fail its staff
—and ultimately its customers.”
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OUR WORK

Selected Projects

The following projects represent our applied work in this category. Each was approached as a unique design problem
— shaped by the client, the site, the budget, and the brief. Visit harmony-house.com to see full photography.

Lunamira

Bainbridge Island, Washington

A Japanese furoshiki and lifestyle boutique designed around the brief of discovery — a store that feels like exploring
a house rather than shopping in a commercial space. Custom millwork throughout, zone-by-zone lighting, and a
material palette built to carry the brand identity in physical form. Full construction management scope.

Bainbridge Play Cafe
Bainbridge Island, Washington
A children's play space with a hospitality-grade coffee bar for parents — a commercial environment that required

holding two completely different experiential modes simultaneously. The coffee bar was designed to read as a proper
café rather than an afterthought: real equipment, warm materials, and a counter that invites lingering.
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READY TO BEGIN?

Let's Talk About Your Project

Harmony House has designed retail environments ranging from gift boutiques to hospitality-driven commercial
spaces — each requiring a precise understanding of what the space needs to do for the people who use it. We would
love to discuss your project.

Website harmony-house.com
Email hello@harmony-house.com
Phone 206.207.2889

Location Bainbridge Island, Washington



