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Abstract: The fact that an already damaged retail industry is being challenged by a pandemic
makes the industry’s survival a matter of urban resilience. Sustainable and adaptive strategies are
needed to reverse the negative development of the retail sector, and in this conceptual paper, a new
perspective is suggested based on episodic retail settings. Such a perspective can increase a physical
store’s attraction and may serve as a flexible operation strategy for urban retailers and give added
value to urban consumers as they shape an ongoing dramatological discourse and facilitate social
interaction in a way that traditional fixed-store formats are unable to compete with. By applying
the scientific circle of enquiry (SCE), the authors develop an interdisciplinary perspective cutting
across the sustainability, service science, and urban studies fields. On this ground, they present a set
of conceptual premises and a tripartite conceptual framework delineating how to effectively design
episodic retail settings that are adaptive and sustainable. The paper concludes with suggestions for
research questions to further advance this field of study.

Keywords: retail; sustainability; servicescape design; dramaturgy; sociality; co-creation; urban re-
silience

1. Introduction

Retailing is sometimes seen as the dark side of sustainability, as it promotes con-
sumption. However, retail stores are also identified as important organisational layers
to a sustainable society [1]. For example, local retail contributes positively to society in
many ways, such as providing services easily reachable to most citizens [2] and thus is an
important part of the city’s economic structure and sociocultural physiognomy [3]. This is
especially true in regenerated areas, where shops and cafés often are important meeting
places [4]. Retailing is a pillar in urban sustainability and is fundamental for a city’s attrac-
tion [5]. When bricks-and-mortar stores close or move to out-of-town centres, restaurants
tend to follow, together with office spaces; public spaces disappear and households with
less income and no car have less opportunity to drive to alternative locations [6]. In the
turbulent environment of accelerated and extremely disruptive change from impacts of
technology, digital connectivity, and online shopping, the consequences of high streets
(i.e., urban shopping centres) closing down their bricks-and-mortar stores affect city at-
tractiveness [7]. Such a degeneration of retail in city centres had only just begun when the
world was struck by COVID-19 and lockdowns, further challenging the already challenged
local stores. Now it is clear that we are in the midst of a retail restructuring where city
centred retail stores might not survive, and there are strong reasons to believe that old
norms and modus operandi of retailing will not return. The extent to which shopping
behaviours have been changed by lockdowns caused by the pandemic have provided
us with online shopping referrals and out-of-town based shopping. Such a change has
implications for the viability of urban resilience and sustainability, expressed in the ideas of
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Barata-Salgueiro and Guimaraes [5] that argue that the urban retail system, urban resilience,
city sustainability, and public policies are all closely interlinked.

A sharp decline of fixed-store settings in town and city centre locations may seriously
damage and undermine possibilities to promote a vital and sustainable city centre. Solu-
tions and innovations to stop this adverse trend and support a vibrant and sustainable
city life are necessary by the urban retail system and public policy makers and must be
tailored to local contexts and opportunities. With the advent of COVID-19, rules of social
distancing, lockdowns, and the resulting deteriorated retail industry, new perspectives are
needed on regenerating high street retail spaces and preventing devaluation or misuse of
properties.

In this conceptual paper, we provide an alternative strategic approach to how high
street stores can adopt a more sustainable and adaptive strategy to the changing environ-
ment within city centres, based on flexible temporary retail settings. A definition of such
settings has been introduced by Lugosi, Robinson, Walters and Donaghy [8] (p. 3): “the
temporary occupation of spaces for value-creating practices (where) value can take more
immediate experiential, affective forms, for example, creating feelings of joy or excitement”.
In modern times, temporary retail settings are known as pop-ups, often exclusive and
branded to improve the level of engagement with consumers [9] and marketed by word-
of-mouth promotion [10]. They are often located in high-traffic urban areas, where they
are used to expand retailing operations [11,12], and the store itself is often described as the
product [9,13].

Motivated by the community idea of the urban city centre [14] and inspired by the
fields of literature and on-screen productions [15], we suggest that city centred stores
should be viewed as “episodic” [16,17], designed for a specific time and space that can be
repeated and re-enacted in separate episodes or instalments, thus making them resilient
and adaptive to change. It is therefore here argued that the perspective of “episodic
retail settings” makes an important contribution to reshaping a more sustainable urban
retail sector, as well as advancing the theoretical underpinnings of the retail and service
design research. In this paper, we elaborate on these transitory and short-term retail
spaces, drawing upon cultural theory and event dramaturgy [18-21], as they are conducive
to triggering a dialogue with consumers through projecting symbolic representations
and shared meanings that respond to their needs and concerns. This, if appropriately
designed, may serve as a flexible operation strategy for urban retailers and give added
value to urban consumers as they shape an ongoing dramatological discourse and facilitate
social interaction in a way that the traditional retail spaces are unable to compete with.
Accordingly, the design of episodic retail settings is tasked with the mandate to enable
collaborative consumption and value co-creation by delivering impactful experiences to
customers in a series of instalments [8]. Furthermore, since it is set in a specific time and
space, the episodic retail setting is more adaptive to a turbulent environment and more
economically sustainable, as these settings are resilient, easy to close down and open
up, and are able to create excitement and momentum for the retailing sector, its urban
customers, and the urban city centres. Nonetheless, to date, there is a dearth of theoretical
work and verification explaining the nature and role of episodic retail settings, as well as
how to design such settings. The underlying purpose of the paper is thusly to build an
integrative framework for designing episodic retail settings and to advance scholarship
on the sustainability of retail service strategy and its intersection with urban studies by
offering an interdisciplinary research agenda. This is carried out by integrating pertinent
middle-range theories and stipulating a set of configurational premises. Ultimately, the
proposed framework can provide the service sector and urban city planners with a heuristic
device on how to develop and effectively design sustainable and flexible retail settings.

The outline of this paper is as follows, first materials and methods introducing the
scientific circle of enquiry (SCE) are presented, including the general theory and middle-
range theories. This is followed by case exemplars, contextual descriptions, and empirical
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generalisations. Next, a discussion of the integrative research framework for designing
episodic retail settings is introduced, and, finally, a future research agenda is proposed.

2. Materials and Methods

This paper proposes an interdisciplinary conceptual framework cutting across the
sustainability, service science, and urban studies fields and specifically focusing on the
area of episodic retail settings by applying the scientific circle of enquiry (SCE). The SCE
demonstrates a bridge between empirical cases, middle-range theories, and general theory
and as such provides methodological scaffolding that connects theory formulation and
verification. The rationale is that general theories are too broad and abstract to easily be
linked to empirical research, but the middle range theories act as bridge to connect them [22].
Based upon this methodological platform bridging general theory, case exemplars, and
middle-range theories, we present a set of conceptual premises and introduce a framework
for designing sustainable episodic retail settings, followed by research questions to further
advance this field of study.

Following in the footsteps of Kolyperas, Maglaras, and Sparks’ [23] work on value co-
creation applying the SCE, we introduce a number of exemplars as contextual descriptions
of episodic retail settings, informing subsequent configurational premises in order to
shape and verify middle-range theories within the retail context. Using the case exemplar
methodology, the authors deliberately select entities that illustrate and exemplify the
construct of interest that exhibits particular characteristics [24] often used when studying
developmental constructs [25] (see Figure 1). Exemplar case study methods are also used
when wanting to further advance understanding within the boundaries of a case [26,27],
and as such, are deemed as an appropriate method.

Context of Discovery
EPISODIC RETAIL
SETTINGS

Investigation of the General theoretical

propositions proposition

(

™~

\

Verifying &
Consolidating

/

Shaping & Verifying

Figure 1. Methodological platform of episodic retail setting design developed in accordance with the scientific circle of

enquiry (SCE).
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Three case exemplars within the field of retailing (A—C) are presented, each selected
as they exhibit intensive characteristics, clarifying the context of discovery and proposed
middle-range theories. Selection criteria included international scope, intensity of episodic
retail characteristics, innovation, and differentiation. This ensured that the case exemplars
represent an international sample, with each company being engaged intentionally or
unintentionally in innovative retail practices, which deviate from each other and “standard”
practice. Thus, these case exemplars are deliberately selected to enhance an understanding
and contributing to theory as well as to introduce research questions to further the field
of study. The exemplars illustrate episodic retail settings designed for a specific time and
space and are based on real business cases to showcase the general and middle-range
theories.

The logic guiding the development of the framework, inspired by Brodie, Saren, and
Pels’ [22] SCE approach, is to construct a parsimonious integrative framework that reflects
the complex nature of the research problematics, exemplified by the dynamic character and
multiplicity of interaction effects that the key theories have in the process.

3. Episodic Retail Settings and Fundamental Premises from Dramaturgy

The term episodic structure is often used when it is important to tie concrete cir-
cumstances such as time, space, situation, and events into episodes, as it enrichens the
narrative [28]. Dramaturgy is almost always based on episodic structures and entails the
extraction of shared meanings enabled by the projection and/or performance of symbolic
representations [21]. This perspective employs Goffman’s [29] theatrical paradigm of
dramaturgy to explain social action and behaviour. Goffman contended that the nature
of social life is inherently dramatic and that people in all their social interactions play
particular roles and reproduce performative conventions through the rehearsal of and
familiarity with social scripts. Turner [18,19] extended Goffman’s notion of dramaturgy
to theorise public performances as collective forms of rituals and social dramas convey-
ing a multiplicity of meanings expressing the human need to construct and interpret the
conditions that constitute their lives. Dramaturgy is a mode of symbolic action [29] in
that its enactment takes place through a kind of performance that exemplifies expressive
and dramatic dimensions [30]. Thus, it can be said that the interplay of performance and
dramaturgy shapes a symbolic context in which people express their understanding of the
social world. Likewise, staging and designing episodic retail settings can be understood
as a space invoking cultural significations that, through their dramaturgical narratives
and symbols, facilitate emotional attachment and interpretation of a retailer brand by
consumers. From a dramatological perspective, the staging and design of episodic retail
settings can therefore be analysed as a text conveying messages that project and/or explain
the qualities of a retailer brand and its attractive characteristics to consumers as well as
urban city centres. In this regard, signs tied to space and brands may reinforce intended
meanings via the strategic use of polysemic structures such as symbols, narratives, and
genres (music, rituals, games, etc.).

Dramaturgy has not been systematically examined in the context of episodic consump-
tion, with few examples in different contexts [31-34]. According to Grove and Fisk [31],
the service experience as theatre framework captures many of the episodic dimensions of a
retail setting. From the marketer’s perspective, attention to the dramaturgical dimensions
of a service exchange may enable the marketer to deliver consistently higher levels of
consumer satisfaction. However, existent marketing applications do not synthesise dra-
maturgy with performance studies to reveal the meanings of symbolic representations
enacted through collective expressive practices. Such a dramatological synthesis focus-
ing on the performance of co-creative practices and shared meanings moves beyond the
predominant focus of consumer culture theory on individuals per se.

A dramatological perspective can also shed light on the social construction process
of the staging and design of episodic retail settings and its identity as, by employing the
metaphors of performance and performativity [21], such venues can be analysed as a
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series of performances within spaces that are continuously created by the performances
of staff and consumers. As such, the making of an episodic retail setting experience is
the outcome of projected signs and their interactions with city stakeholders emanating
from the contextual environment of space (human, social, cultural, physical, etc.). Hence,
an orchestrated use of such venue signs tied to social or existential issues can foster
cultural performance manifestations that invigorate and (re)create the symbolic meanings
that instantiate the values of retailer brands by enabling metaphoric discourse between
consumers, staff, and the urban space. This collective performance for extracting shared
meaning brings to the fore the intersection between dramaturgy, value co-creation, sociality,
and design of physical setting that is being moulded within the sharing economy.

3.1. Case Exemplars: Contextual Descriptions and Empirical Generalisations

A. GLOSSIER AND CO-CREATION (Figure 2). This online cosmetics company (mainly
targeting Millennials and Gen-Zs) invites their loyal customers and influencers to visit
their Instagram-friendly physical pop-up experience in Los Angeles. The customers
are greeted by employees dressed in pink jumpsuits (company brand colour), thus
constituting a bridge between the brand and employee encounter. The space is
bright and designed as an interactive art gallery where visitors are instructed to
touch and feel and to co-create with friends “IRL” (i.e., “in real life”’) and on social
media. Customers can view and test the products, and at different points in the store,
customers are encouraged to share their experiences with friends and by taking selfies.
This is aptly named “taking a shelfie”, following the logic of selfies, as customers are
taking selfies in front of the product shelf. The customers are also encouraged to enter
the selfie canyon designed in the company colours, which has its own hashtag. It is
an immersive, custom-designed room inspired by a local canyon, with day-to-night
lighting and real-life desert sounds. The purpose of the design is for customers to
share their experiences on social media and be a part of the lived experience and
episodic retail setting with other customers.

B. SHOWEFIELDS LAB AND SERVICESCAPE DESIGN (Figure 3). With the aim of
bringing lesser-known brands with a sustainable core to the market, this actor offers
episodic installations in the form of short sensory theatre productions. The retail
setting is designed to give customers a chance to immerse themselves in different
featured brands using strong colours, concrete-coloured flooring, and art installations,
interspersed with traditional wall-hung artworks. They decorate each room in line
with the respective brand expression. Technological installations offer customers
further enhancement of product experiences and each product can also “talk” to the
customer with the help of a mobile application. This provides the customer with an
opportunity to find out more about manufacturing, design, shipping, and function.
The dramaturgical features of the design allow the visitor to have an immersive
theatrical experience in an environment reminiscent of an escape room but at the
same time offering opportunities to share the experience with others via social media.

C.  LEGO AND SOCIALITY (Figure 4). This company operates on the toy market offering
a well-known product built on the construction idea and with a mission to inspire
and develop builders of tomorrow. With the aim of bringing people together and play,
the company focuses their episodic retail setting on playfulness and inspiration. Their
pop-ups are built to offer the best possible space for play, and visitors are encouraged
to interact with other visitors. These interactions are inspired by different challenges
and by employees taking an active role as advisors and guides. The product and its
episodic retail settings allow a symbolic-sign-perspective for fellowship and foster
sociality and new narratives. The retail settings are operated the same way as their
media channels, using measurements such as “likes” and “shares”. The narratives
and customer surveys focus on social aspects of visitor experiences, such as on how
they played, what they learnt, and how they felt.
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These exemplars all have a scope that could be explained through a dramatological
lens. Layered symbols throughout the retail settings and multiple narratives are used
to convey shared meaning by engaging staff and customers in embodied performances
that continue an ongoing dialogue with the episodic setting and the destination. This
metaphoric discourse elicits affective responses by consumers about the value of such
settings. The retail industry and designers of episodic retail settings can facilitate the
development of emotional links between consumers through setting design, as illustrated
in the exemplars above. For example, the setting can act as primary motivation for visits
as well as incorporating features of this link in the designed physical environment of
such venues. Retailers could also apply these perspectives by promoting their employees
as being part of the mythology of the setting and staging them as actors. Additionally,
the mythology of the environment, created through, for example, storytelling narratives,
needs to be deliberately designed into the episodic retail setting. This was, for example,
explored in de Lassus and Freire’s [35] netnographic study of pop-up luxury stores and
how they reinforce the mythical semiotic significance of luxury brands. However, the
exemplars also have a scope that could be explained with intermediary bodies of theory,
here referred to as middle-range theory. Such theoretical perspectives are employed to
formulate a set of premises for the optimal design of episodic retail settings. These premises
are coined “configurational” to highlight the focus on arranging different design elements
in a combinational form that optimises the impact of episodic retail settings on consumers
and destinations.

3.2. Episodic Retail Setting Design and Configurational Premises

The common characteristics of episodic retail settings in the exemplars that are pre-
sented in Figures 2—4 are the collaborative patterns in consumption and production that epit-
omise conduits for co-creation enacted through consumption cultures. This phenomenon
has been described as consumers’ creation of value, and it is showcased in customer-to-
customer activities in cases like Ludic and Wikipedia [36-39]. The reasons that lie behind
such consumer behaviour have been documented as altruistic desires to contribute to
something beyond the self, construct identity, engage in self-expression, be recognised by
peers, earn social capital, and develop personal relationships [39].

Figure 2. The Glossier’s canyon and co-creation as the intermediary body of theory (photo credit:
@christinawinkelmann on Instagram).
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Part of co-creation in pop-up settings is peer surveillance and socialised performances
which according to Lugosi, Robinson, Walters and Donaghy [8] help shape consumer
behaviours, expectations, and interpretations, which suggests strong communities/social
networks. This active participation in co-creation is typical of the postmodern era. In
some cases, such invested consumers view their relationship with the object of interest
as an extension of self and a large part of their identity. The extension of self is defined
as a release from everyday life, expressing a person’s pleasure, narcissism, emancipation,
and empowerment [40—42]. Within marketing and retail literature, it is most common
to connect invested customers with brand image, brand affect, and brand loyalty [43];
however, that connection almost never understood them in terms of “till death do us apart”
monogamy [44], city attractiveness, and sustainability. Still, there are some examples of
retailing actors managing to display intense monogamous behavioural loyalty, proving
supernatural, religious, and almost magical motives—for example, in the case of Apple [45].

To better understand and examine the strategic design of episodic retail settings, it is
therefore suggested that the intermediary body of theory based on case A is co-creation.

Based on the proposed middle-range theory co-creation and case exemplar A, the
following configurational premise is recommended:

Configurational premise 1: The design of episodic retail settings requires that con-
sumer involvement and emotional ties be driven by collaborative productivity.

The staging of physical settings, with its origin in environment psychology, is often
referred to as a servicescape, a term coined by Bitner [46]. Servicescape design is defined as
the “design [of] buying environments to produce specific emotional effects in the buyer
that enhance his [or her] purchase probability” [47] (p. 50). Some of the early research
on servicescapes was based on retail environments, identifying retail atmospherics (e.g.,
proximity, lighting, colour), aural (e.g., noise, music), tactile (e.g., cleanliness), and olfactory
(i.e., scent) cues as central for customers’ perceptions and behaviour [47]. Bitner [46] later
developed the concept by introducing her framework of ambient cues [47] (e.g., atmo-
spherics, aural, and olfactory cues), space/function (e.g., spatial layout and function), and
signs, symbols, and artefacts (e.g., signage and décor). Baker [48] developed the framework
further by introducing social factors that were further divided into social macro- (e.g.,
culture and social class) vs. micro-environment (interaction and psychology) by, for exam-
ple, Peter, Olson, and Grunert [49]. A substantial number of studies have been published
on these social factors, focusing on staff and customer as well as customer-to-customer
interactions [50-55]. A significant amount of research within the field has focused on the
ambient cues of a setting, such as music [56,57], temperature [58], scent/odour [56,59],
lighting [60,61], and cleanliness [62,63]. Layout and its functionality have also received an
impressive amount of attention by researchers [64], linked to store brand design and time
spent in store [65]. Design factors such as use of materials, architecture, scale, and décor are
all perceived to have an impact on consumers’ perceptions of the setting and their cognitive
and emotional responses (e.g., comfort or discomfort) to it [66-69]. All these ambient and
physical cues of a physical setting play an important part, on a conscious and subconscious
level, in the image formation of a brand, company, product, and service [70,71]. An ad-
ditional contribution to the servicescape framework was the introduction of substantive
and communicative staging [72,73]. The former is about the adaptation of the physical
environment and the latter about how the meaning of servicescapes is communicated
and interpreted. Central to staging is to evoke narrative themes based on shared cultural
symbols and ambient cues [72]. Closely linked to staging is the commoditisation of the
physical environment [74] and hyperrealism, i.e., the intersection between reality and the
simulated [75].

Technology development has created many opportunities for immersive staging of
retail environments. It is not only the different new forms of purchasing linked to digital
development and virtual reality /augmented reality, i.e., online consumption [76] but also
the design of the physical environment and creation of communicative staging in the retail
setting. Despite the opportunity that technology provides, fixed store settings do not capi-
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talise on the possibilities of, for example, virtual reality tools in the creation of augmented
realities in retail, which would help foster consumer identifications and experiential retail
settings. Examples of how such ideas could be implemented in experiential retail settings
are the use of holograms, virtual hostess technology, radio frequency identification (RFID),
and smart mirrors. The use of technology where customers sign in upon arrival and the
system recognises the customers’ needs and history can also be useful in such settings.
However, to create such augmented realities, one does not always require investment in
new technology. Traditional methods in the design of experiences such as fashion shows or
the use of food and beverage—tools that engage all human senses—can be implemented to
create experiential retail settings. The main purpose of all these tools is to communicate
and enforce the sense of immersion for customers and to build the story of the brand,
product, company, staff, or customer.

Technology has also been used in experiential environment design to create hyperreal-
ism. The concepts of hyperrealism and simulacra were first introduced by Baudrillard [75],
describing the intersection between “reality” and the simulated. In this dimension, the
“real” is dissolved, and simulated codes (substitutes for reality) are transferred through me-
dia and consumption. In a tourism or retail setting, it is partly manifested using technology,
such as an app, where the perception of reality and fiction are blurred owing to the use of
the tool. This elevates polysemy, allowing consumers to make their own interpretations of
what is real or is not. Polysemic structures using symbols and narratives can be designed
and orchestrated to guide consumers through their readings.

To better understand and examine the strategic development of episodic retail set-
tings, it is thus suggested that the intermediary body of theory regarding exemplar B is
servicescape design through storytelling.

Figure 3. Showfields Lab and servicescape design as the intermediary body of theory (photo credit:
Sofia Norén).
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Based on the recommended middle-range theory, servicescape design through story-
telling and exemplar B, the second configurational premise proposed is:

Configurational premise 2: The design of episodic retail settings is based on the
intentional design of the physical environment and storytelling conducive to the rein-
forcement of polysemic structures.

The pivotal role of front-line employees’ performances in service encounters with
customers and their “boundary spanning” role has been under study in numerous stud-
ies [77-80]. This interaction between staff and customer, also referred to as the service
encounter or “moment of truth” [81], is one of the most well researched topics in the
services marketing management field [82,83]. An often-employed definition of the service
encounter which emphasises both the social interaction and the physical environment’s
importance for customer experiences is: “discrete, separate, and distinct events and be-
haviour, as well as a customer’s interaction with all the dimensions of a service, such
as the physical surroundings and the service contact employees” [84], (p. 249). Several
different perspectives have been employed when exploring the service encounter. The first
is the customer perspective in which attention has been given to the link between service
encounters and purchase intentions [85], perception of service quality [86-89], service
failure, and recovery [90-92]. A complementary approach on service encounters employed
in previous research is the employee perspective. Central in this research has been the
perception of trust in service encounters [93] and the delivery of service quality [94]. A
dyadic approach combining these two perspectives has also been published, focusing the
emotional contagion, also linked to emotional labour [95,96].

Employee skills demonstrated in service encounters such as these have been cate-
gorised into three different groups: “hard” skills, “soft” skills, and aesthetic skills. Hard
skills are skills that relate to the technical execution of a job. In retail, this would be know-
ing the product range and managing the check-out desk. When it comes to the design
of episodic retail settings, a useful hard skill would be employees’ storytelling abilities
that would prove useful in the creation of an augmented service encounter reality. In their
study, Lundberg, Lexhagen, and Mattsson [97] emphasised the importance of employee
storytelling skills in physical environments with few physical cues, creating immersive
experiences. Their conclusion was that the lower the level of physical cues in the environ-
ment, the higher the demand for a high level of social cues (e.g., employees’ storytelling
abilities). Soft skills, on the other hand, are skills composed by attitudinal and behavioural
aspects of the job in interactions with customers (and co-workers). Skills like courteousness,
understanding, and responsiveness [98] are central soft skills in service encounters. The
term emotional labour has been used to describe these skills [99,100]. In more recent studies,
the sometimes-controversial skill set—aesthetic skills—has been introduced, incorporating
appearance and verbal communication. It comprises an employees” ability to “look and
sound good/right” for the role [52]. An episodic retail setting puts demands on strategy
to develop new staff skills. In a traditional store environment, the focus is primarily on
securing staff’s technical skills, such as managing a register and knowing the product range.
In addition to these skills, some retail environments emphasise the need for social skills in
the recruitment of new staff and professional development of existing staff. However, in
an episodic retail setting, where the focus is to create immersive experiences for customers,
central skills of staff are aesthetic and social skills (e.g., through emotional labour)—with
which the employees are to manifest the company physically, verbally, and socially.

Employees this way become the living embodiment of the company epitomising its
core meanings and values. Their signification of meaning can be facilitated by staged
role-playing between employees and consumers to give life and enhance the symbolic
representation of the store. Staged performances add to the discourse that a brand seeks
to keep with consumers, representing its positive attributes. This coincides with a view
of sociality as a dynamic relational matrix within which people are constantly interacting
in ways that are co-productive, continually plastic and malleable, and through which
they come to know the world they live in and find their purpose and meaning within
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it [101]. The matrix encompasses relations with both human and non-human elements
(e.g., atmospheric cues and objects). Being episodic, the advantage is that embodied
performances can repeatedly prompt attention of consumers with the creative use of
different themes and combinations of polysemic structures (symbols and narratives) aimed
at constantly updating, re-creating, and re-invigorating the relational matrix of sociality. It
is thus critical to design “orchestrated” settings in a manner that they convey a coherent
storyline performed in a series of instalments and different combinations of symbolic
elements. To optimise the effect of polysemic structures, the orchestration of staged
performances and symbolic elements needs to complement and add value to one another,
thus creating a synergistic and malleable terrain in which shared meaning can be profitably
cultivated.

Lastly, to better understand and examine the strategic design of episodic retail settings,
it is herein proposed that the intermediary body of theory related to exemplar C is sociality.

SOCIALITY

Figure 4. Lego and sociality as the intermediary body of theory (photo credit: @diandra_ya on
Instagram).

Based on the recommended middle-range theory sociality and exemplar C, the third
and final configurational premise proposed is:

Configurational premise 3: The deliberate design of episodic retail settings is en-
abled by sociality through collaborative productivity between staff and customers, con-
sumer identifications, and polysemic structures.

Consequently, when advancing the conceptual discourse of episodic retail settings
under the prism of dramaturgy, three middle-range theories are in focus—co-creation,
servicescape design, and sociality. Central is the synergy of activities that take place be-
tween consumer involvement (e.g., collaborative productivity), commodification processes
in the design of the commercial environment (e.g., creation of hyperreality elements),
staff engagement and facilitation (e.g., use of storytelling) in order to initiate perceptions
of consumption authenticity and affective response [8,35]. By identifying and purpose-
fully investigating these important areas and their interconnections, conceptual insights
have been made and resulted in the creation of an integrative, contextually driven, and
interdisciplinary framework on episodic retail settings.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2482

11 0of 17

4. Discussion: An Integrative Research Framework for Designing Episodic
Retail Settings

Based on the fundamental tenets from dramaturgy and the above configurational
premises, this paper presents a tripartite framework that delineates the critical constituents
and their esoteric relations in the process of designing episodic retail settings.

Figure 1 encapsulates the methodological platform used in the theory-building process.
This brings forward the synergistic means that shape and galvanise an episodic retail
setting enabled by the facilitating tools of consumption, staff engagement, and the design
of physical environment. The middle-range theory of co-creation denotes the fundamental
role of collaborative productivity between staff and consumers as an antecedent in the
design of episodic retail experiences. The significance of social context for episodic retail
experiences is highlighted by the concept of sociality as a dynamic matrix that underpins
the need to offer opportunities for social interaction with both human actors and nonhuman
elements in making meaningful the procedures of co-creation in designed servicescapes.
The general theory of dramaturgy epitomises the value of polysemic structures via the use
of embedded signs laden with symbolic meaning(s) within episodic retail settings. Thusly,
consumers and staff as the actors in co-creating and co-experiencing retail settings should
become engaged in hyperreality staging that can foster brand attachments. Accordingly,
consumers should be instigated to develop emotional ties with retail settings and brands
grounded on meaningful identifications and storytelling that are amplified by polysemic
structures and can, in turn, contribute to enhancing their perceptions of consumption
authenticity.

The resultant framework of episodic retail setting design is illustrated in Figure 5
based on a tripartite structure and is a heuristic device on how to develop and effectively
design strategies that are adaptive and sustainable. In order to truly create episodic retail
settings insights on consumer involvement, affective response, engagement and facili-
tation, physical design, and hyperreality need to be integrated so that the industry can
develop this retail interface within a global, digital, and postmodern world. Therefore, the
proposed tripartite framework is integrative in nature. Its contribution reflects concepts
traditionally not considered within the marketing literature when studying temporary
retail settings. It integrates theoretical tenets from the domains of cultural studies, sociol-
ogy, environmental psychology, and human resource management, as applied within the
realm of retail experience design. Specifically, an interdisciplinary approach is proposed
here that examines the complex relationship between dramaturgy, sociality, co-creation,
design of physical (servicescape) environment and hyperreality, consumer involvement,
response, staff engagement and facilitation in episodic retail settings. For example, the
co-creation of immersive retail experiences through consumer involvement and staff en-
gagement/facilitation would bring together researchers from marketing, human resource
management, and psychology. The rendering of immersive experiences using dramaturgy
in social and physical design of the retail setting could also assemble scholars from cultural
studies.

The notion of episodic retail settings is to a majority of marketing researchers an unex-
plored phenomenon, and thus their design is a new art. By drawing upon the theoretical
lens of cultural studies and dramaturgy, we add an overlooked interpretive perspective
that complements the established insights of marketing and retail scholarship. It does
not only bring to the fore analogies of retail settings as sociocultural microcosms, but
more importantly, it pinpoints that taking part in and experiencing retail encounters could
be seen as a form of interpreting and co-constructing the world around us. This more
rounded perspective has the potential to enable the sustainability of retail settings and
their embeddedness within their urban ecosystems in terms of their adaptive capacity,
longevity of their lifespan, and subsequent contribution to the socioeconomic regeneration
of urban centres. In doing so, it can effectively compensate for the decline of fixed store
settings in high streets, which undermines the sustainability of a lively city centre. In the
post-pandemic period, it is important to support a vibrant and sustainable city life by
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implementing flexible, adaptive retail strategies as a means for enabling public policies
to link the urban retail system with urban resilience and city sustainability. Application
of this perspective to different local contexts can, in turn, potentially generate further
opportunities for reaching sustainability in the retail system of city centres.

EPISODIC RETAIL SETTING EXPERIENCE

Design of physical
environment and hyper-reality

SERVICESCAPE
DESIGN

Staff engagement Consumer involvement

and facilitation and affective response

Figure 5. The tripartite model of episodic retail setting experience design.

Considering the theoretical focus in this paper, presenting a tripartite framework of
designing episodic retail settings, and suggestions for further research to advance the
discourse on this area, less concern has been given to a managerial operations perspective.
To avoid the risk that this article only remains a theoretical work, we therefore offer some
practical advice for retail managers. The idea of episodic retail settings underlines the need
for companies to devote more efforts/resources to staging experiences, that is, to identify
themselves as actors not managing products but instead as actors directing, assisting,
and creating episodic retail settings whereby a customer can get a heightened shopping
experience. Often, the perspective of goods needs to change, suggesting that products
should be seen as merely props; the core business is the stage and its performance. Many
retailing actors need to develop new perspectives on their business through evocative
imagery, used as an idea to adapt business scope and operations, add value, and alter
their business model. Additionally, retailers must review their strategies for renting or
owning their retail space. Ownership provides benefits such as control over costs but
affects the ability to be adaptive and flexible. Rental models provide greater freedom, but
unfortunately current leases often mean that rents are high, and contracts are long and far
from as flexible as one would like. For that reason, retail players must look for property
owners who have a more flexible view of contract time horizons or simply try to find new
players who can provide temporary location for episodic retail settings with low rental
costs, e.g., in rebuilt containers or similar. This would mean that more players can apply
our proposed ideas on episodic retail settings and at the same time improve their margins.
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5. Conclusions: Towards Building a Future Research Agenda

It is this paper’s aim to advance the discourse for further research on episodic retail
settings using the theoretical perspectives of co-creation, servicescape design, sociality,
and dramaturgy. This interdisciplinary approach to investigate the proposed theories and
related research questions (see Table 1) can result in a re-construction of retail strategy
for fixed store settings as well as innovative approaches to sustainability within urban
retail and flexibility in terms of potential new lockdowns and/or pandemic events. The
approach can also contribute to highlighting dimensions of scalability and replicability,
elements supporting the development of temporary retailing activities.

Table 1. Middle-range theories and research questions for sustainable and adaptive episodic retail
settings.

Middle-Range Theories Research Questions

1. What conditions facilitate collaborative productivity
between customers and staff?
2. How does the commodification of signs drive or constrain
Co-creation co-creation?
3. How can customer involvement and staff engagement be
best synthesised and optimised?

1. What factors enable the construction and extraction of
storytelling within episodic retail settings?

Servicescape design 2. How can assigned meanings be used to build a retail brand?
3. What combination of signs can enable the optimal use of
polysemic structures?
1. What are the best means to design opportunities for social

interaction within episodic retail settings?
2. How can emotional ties for customers be amplified through
Sociality social interaction?
3. How can staff engagement be strengthened through social
interaction?

The instrumental applicability of the proposed framework is particularly evident
in turbulent times of crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic. Given that the retail sector is
especially vulnerable in cases of pandemics, most recently COVID-19, it is important to
have strategies for how operations can be conducted when peoples” mobility is restricted
and in times of social distancing measures. In such cases, the proposed structures for
episodic retail settings can play an important role in terms of city attraction, for example,
by capitalising on the temporality of episodic installations, taking advantage of the fact
that they can be rolled out in a limited space and time, and limiting congestion by virtue of
being episodic installations. If it turns out that episodic retail settings will be a formidable
success, operations managers must also take into account any risks of the retail settings
becoming overcrowded. One way to avoid congestion and queues can be to create add-on
values by scheduling the visits, differentiating specific times as premium, and using such
adaptive strategies as a means for both control and higher profitability.

This conceptual paper is not without limitations. Firstly, it is important to identify
additional factors, parameters, or contexts that may influence the design and strategy of
episodic retail settings. While the proposed framework sets a ground for such an inquiry,
more thorough investigations in the future may reveal further dynamics, variables, and
interaction patterns. Secondly, although the integrative framing of pertinent theories
provides a heuristic device for the strategic design of episodic retail settings, there is a need
to develop systematic tools for the evaluation of associated processes and measurement of



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2482 14 of 17

outcomes. Thirdly, further refinement and empirical testing of the proposed framework is
needed before managers will be able to leverage the expected benefits of designing episodic
retail settings.
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