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FOREWORD

Even in a world long defined by change,
the past few years have felt dizzying

in their intensity. Global shifts—from policy
to climate to rising costs—have reshaped
not just economies but also how people
see themselves and their place in the world.

In 2026, the focus moves from merely adapting to actively
reassessing how we work, play, consume, connect, and show
up. This offers brands and retailers the opportunity to meet
consumers where they are headed.

Our research identifies three defining consumer lenses
and their retail design implications for 2026:
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ITHE RUMANITY
PREMIUM

Al is advancing at a pace that is pulling

info question the worth of human output

and creation, forcing a new value system
to emerge that is rooted in the human.

In 2026, emotion, meaning, relationships
and presence will emerge as the currency
technology cannot replicate.
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THE HUMANITY PREMIUM

CONSUMER SIGNALS
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/2%

of consumers seek analogue
rituals that anchor them to
the present moment, and are
looking for brands to help

(TrendWatching, 2025).

Surrounded by relentless This recalibration isn’t (only)
digital feeds, constant nostalgic, it's a deliberate
notifications, and Al-mediated  revaluing of what feels deeply,
experiences, 2026 will see authentically human.

consumers seeking rituals
that re-anchor presence
and reaffirm their humanity.

4.7

of 16-21 year olds say
they want to go back
tfo a time pre-internet

(BSI, 2025).






THE HUMANITY PREMIUM

LIVING EXAMPLE

TECOVAS SOHO

Retailers are re-centering design around

the human experience. |1A’s design for Tecovas
SoHo flagship embodies this shift, creating

a space grounded in human presence

as a place of resonance and sanctuary.
Authentic touchpoints and live cultural
activations add depth and meaning, redefining
value through genuine human connection.

4

Retail Design & Experience Signals
e Sensory Depth

* Tactile Interfaces

* Immersive Experiences
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THE HUMANITY PREMIUM
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Texture

Resonance

Community

Vitality

Sanctuary

OUR TAKE: 2026 RETAIL DESIGN DRIVERS

Tactility and imperfection as markers of humanity.

Spaces that stir emotion and linger.

Retail as a catalyst for belonging.

Energy that feels alive, messy, human.

Refuge from digital fatigue, spaces to restore.






THE CONVENIENCE
PARADOX

Convenience culture has conditioned

us to crave ease and efficiency,

yet paradoxically, it leaves us stuck
and unsatisfied. Routes are mapped,
reviews pre-read, and desires predicted
before they even surface. With agentic
Al, autopilot will only deepen, research
already shows declining neural activity
as creativity is outsourced.
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THE CONVENIENCE PARADOX

CONSUMER SIGNALS Shedding the confines of passivity, From blind-box sales like Labubu
consumers are showing a growing figurines to resale markets built
appetite for novelty and thrill, on drops and scarcity, the allure lies
fueling the boom in “controlled in unpredictability. Consumers may
risk” consumption. no longer trust themselves to create

surprise, but in 2026, they’ll look
to brands to break their routines.

a time when the
women of the wu
come together
Furely and :imp-l'f
for the benefit

say playful discovery E ™} ik LR 4o v LN . increase in the re-sale
is their biggest reason = g 5o .. LN LA 4] market predicted to grow
to visit retail spaces = Earl | ap'l | g to $116 billion by 2035
(HumanX, 2025). _: - ¥ 258+ (Future Market Insights, 2025).
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THE CONVENIENCE PARADOX

CONSUMER SIGNAL
EVOLUTION

This shift in mindset reflects

a decade-long build-up of fatigue
from convenience culture, leaving
many consumers feeling passive
and stuck on autopilot.

As 2026 unfolds, a growing
appetite for surprise, challenge,
and productive friction will take
hold, offering moments that disrupt
routine and reignite inspiration.
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Tech and retail innovations
promise speed, ease, and
comfort, optimizing daily life
at every furn.

Mobile, delivery,
and subscription
ecosystems eliminate
friction, with convenience
becoming the default
expectation.

2025

Challenging the idea of being
only a passive consumer,
people begin to feel numb
and disconnected.

Surprise, challenge,
and intentional slowness
emerge as premium. Brands that
break routines offer consumers
awakening and vitality.



THE CONVENIENCE PARADOX

LIVING EXAMPLE

GENTLE MONSTER

Retailers are responding by reintroducing
discovery. Gentle Monster’s 2025
activation challenges the passive rhythms
of everyday consumption, pulling visitors
out of routine and into moments of surprise.

Retail becomes theater: shifting layouts,
kinetic sculptures, and surreal installations
disrupt the linear path to purchase.

Retail Design & Experience Signals
* Friction as luxury

* Surprise as engagement

e Store as a stage
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THE CONVENIENCE PARADOX

OUR TAKE: 2026 RETAIL DESIGN DRIVERS

Friction as Feature Rituals that make discovery more rewarding.
Unscripted Layouts and experiences designed for chance encounters.
Controlled Chaos Curated evolution that keeps spaces alive and memorable.
The Unknown Moments that resist over-explanation.
Agency Design Choice-rich environments that take consumers from passive to active.
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THE CONVENIENCE PARADOX
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Friction as a Feature
raised floor transitions
subtle slowing of pacing
slightly elevated elements
recessed niches

lean-in or reach access
hand-activated interactions
weighted doors

angled partitions
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OUR TAKE: 2026 RETAIL DESIGN EXPLORATION
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Unscripted
non-linear aisles
shifting sightlines
flexible furniture

rolling seating

movable shelving
clustered lighting
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Controlled Chaos

~ 55 layered materials

velvet against steel
stone with neon
wood over resin
greenery with glass

Agency Design
dual circulation paths

exploration loops
interactive checkouts
adjustable lighting
adjustable furniture

The Unknown
unmarked doors

covered product statement plinths
mystery packaging



THE RISE ©OF THE
. FOURTH SPACE

Through commercialization, the very concept
of community has been stretched thin,
signaling extraction more than belonging.

Demand is shifting toward brands that create
fourth spaces, places where people don't

just gather but co-create and shape what
unfolds. By 2026, belonging will hinge less
on invitation and more on agency once inside.
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THE RISE OF THE FOURTH SPACE

CONSUMER SIGNALS
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As third spaces erode, the pressure

to consume and to consume quickly
has only intensified, leaving little room
for genuine pause or connection

(as explored in our 2025 report
Designing for a Disconnected World).

959,

believe public
spaces don’t meet
community needs

(Planetizen, 2025).

Now, consumers are beginning

to search for new anchors of
belonging beyond home and work,
spaces to unfold and unwind without
consumption as the entry price.

%o

of people now have
three extra free hours
a week vs. 2019,

but ~90% of that time

is now spent solo

(McKinsey, 2025).




THE RISE OF THE FOURTH SPACE

CONSUMER SIGNAL
EVOLUTION

This shift in consumer mindset has
been evolving over the past decade, 2030 . 202?
with COVID accelerating the craving

for new forms of in-person rituals.

2026 *
Lockdowns erase
As a resu|f, more consumers are now CICCESS .’ro.’rhird spaces, Need for brand and retail
. intensifying cravings activations acting as fourth
Seeklng SPCICQS Where fhe)’ can ﬁnd for in-person rituals spaces intensifies.
their niche, pointing toward new forms and colleciive experiences.

of belonging that extend beyond the
traditional boundaries of home, work,
and leisure.

£ COMMY,,
\(/ LCLUET - Now /\/
> | 9%
b \
Third spaces like cafés ; n i .
and malls became i "

optimized for transactions
and social media moments, 2 2
leaving little room 023 . 20?'6

for genuine connection. .
Face-to-face connection

emerges as a new status
symbol, with people looking
to form new rituals

finteraction.
HumanX by IA Retail of interaction



THE RISE OF THE FOURTH SPACE

LIVING EXAMPLE

TELFAR NYC

Telfar’s 2025 NYC flagship redefines
retail by fusing community, culture, and
commerce in a 10,000-square-foot SoHo
hub. The space features rotating live
streams of shoppers and Telfar TV, along
with communal seating that invites anyone
to linger, not just purchase. _______

Retail Design & Experience Signals --

e Retail as a cultural hub —
* Organic community interactions
e Continuous local activations
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THE RISE OF THE FOURTH SPACE

OUR TAKE: 2026 RETAIL EXPERIENCE DRIVERS

Casual Collisions Unplanned encounters and light-touch connection.

Blended Boundaries Dissolving categories of work, play, shop, and wellness into
fluid daily rhythm:s.

Curated Commitment Lightweight participation options that feel meaningful without
long-term obligation.

Participatory Design Spaces for rituals, workshops, and collective engagement.

Anchors of Belonging United practices to encourage connection not just to the brand,
but between consumers.
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...and treat human

—~ _~ connection as your
= ultimate design signal.
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