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Transportation? Now that’s an industry sector with a 
great future; driverless cars alone are projected to hit 
$3.6 trillion in a decade. Construction opportunities also 
abound. A McKinsey study predicts that, by 2025, a third 
of the world’s urban population will struggle to get safe, 
secure housing. What about healthcare? That sector will 
add around four million new jobs by 2026, accounting for 
about a third of total job growth, according to Bureau of 
Labor Statistics data. But retail? Meh.

The retail industry has been in a tailspin for much of 
this decade, and that trend has only been accelerating. 
According to data cited by CNN in April, US retailers 
announced that 5,994 stores had closed so far this year. 
That number already exceeds the 5,864 closures that 
took place in all of 2018. The problems facing retail, 
including the challenge posed by online sales, affect the 
entire spectrum of the category—from budget chains like 
Payless, Gymboree and Shopko, all of which have filed 
for bankruptcy this year, to white-collar/white-glove de-
partment stores such as Nordstrom, Kohl’s and Macy’s.

The near- and intermediate-term future does not look 
especially encouraging. Online sales, which make up 
about 16 percent of retail sales today, will rise to 25 per-
cent of the market by 2026, UBS analysts estimated. That 
could force up to 75,000 stores to close by that year. 
Rising interest rates and commercial real-estate values, 
along with an incipient trade war with China, American 
retail’s single biggest source of wholesale goods, are 
creating ongoing headwinds, as well.

On The Other Hand…
When Amazon Go opened a cashless, but digital-

signage-rich, quick-stop grocery store in New York NY 
earlier this year, it was front-page news in the New York 
Times. The company now has a dozen such stores in 

The AV Experience
D i g i t a l  s i g n a g e,  t o u c h s c r e e n s
a n d  e n g a g e m e n t  a r e  h e l p i n g  r e t a i l .

B y  D a n  D a l e y

What’s In Store For Retail? 
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“The Beacon” is a three-story-tall 
techno-sculpture composed of 29 
video screens, 70 programmable 
lights and 36 loudspeakers 
suspended in the atrium of the new 
68,000-square-foot Nike NYC House 
of Innovation 000 in New York NY.

The object of desire can be 
stoked by a clever audio and 
video display.
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in size from 10 inches to 70 inches, encour-
age interactivity on the store floor or at the 
point of sale.
•  Samsung, no stranger to retail envi-
ronments, at this year’s event highlighted 
its Nexshop solution, which offers cloud-
based analytics and real-time behavioral-
sensing technology. This enables retail-
ers to gain more insights through data 
collection.
•  Converge Retail uses its platform to 
bring elements of online shopping to the 
in-store experience. At this year’s event, 
it shared demo stations that included in-
line displays for beauty and cosmetics, as 
well as a large-scale concept of a Tesla 
auto-configurator, showing the ability to 
personalize the car-shopping experience.

In short, retail has a brighter future than 
some indicators might suggest it does, and 
audio and video technology can play a sig-
nificant part in that.

Style vs. Substance
Retail can present a challenge to AV ex-

perts, and vice versa. For instance, Apple 
stores offer a design chimera for retail-
ers who see nice displays on antiseptic 
white walls and assume that’s all that is 
required to turn a store into an experience. 
AV designers, on the other hand, see the 
displays, but they often don’t see what’s 
on them, nor do they necessarily under-
stand what the retailer is actually trying 
to achieve.

“Retailers see the displays on the wall, 
but not what’s behind the wall—the infra-
structure needed to support it and make it 
work,” Bryan Meszaros, CEO and Founder 
of OpenEye Global, remarked. OpenEye 
is an experience-design agency whose re-
tail portfolio includes wayfinding systems 
for Nordstrom’s stores and a Hugo Boss 
storytelling display for upscale visual mar-
keting firm Coloredge. “There are a per-
centage of user-experience (UX) design-
ers out there that know AV technology, 
but most of them don’t,” he added. “They 
see an Apple store and say, ‘That’s easy. 
I can do that.’ But they struggle with it 
because they don’t know how to accom-
modate the technology—for instance, by 
having content that’s appropriate to the 
type of technology and its scale.” That, 
Meszaros said, can lead to AV in a retail 
environment looking like an afterthought. 
As he put it, “An iPad in a corner.” That 

Visual 
representation 
of audio 
makes AV 
a part of 
the retail 
strategy. For 
example, look 
at this in-
store physical 
manifestation.

the US, and it plans to open more, all of 
them relying heavily on technology. The 
debuts of new Apple and Microsoft stores 
also garner plenty of attention and news 
stories, not to mention customers.

One thing those stores all have in com-
mon is AV technology—not only as their 
stock in trade, but also as an integral part 
of their sales strategies. Touchscreens 
are a consumer feature not only of Apple’s 
phones and iPads, but also of the compact 
and plentiful sales-information kiosks in Ap-
ple stores. In Microsoft stores, large-screen 
LED displays create a virtually immersive 
sales environment. 

The integration of AV technology and 
systems with retail operations was clearly 

evident at the National Retail Foundation’s 
main annual trade show, NRF 2019, which 
took place in January at New York’s Jacob 
Javits Convention Center. Although the 
NRF does not track operational retail AV 
technology, MarketScale, a Dallas TX-based 
business-to-business data and analytics 
firm, cataloged a slew of retail applications 
for AV there. Here is a taste.
•  22MILES, a digital-signage company 
that helps retailers create unique spaces 
through commercial-AV services, deliv-
ers interactive navigation, 4K videowalls, 
dynamic retail signage and mobile web to 
smartphone indoor positioning.
•  Elo, whose commercial-grade interactive 
displays and signage components, ranging 
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effect can extend even to videowalls—themselves increasingly 
popular in retail—which, without appropriate content, become 
less experiential and more distracting. 

Another area in which retailers tend to fall short is bandwidth—
namely, not having enough of it to support a truly experiential 
AV installation. It’s just another manifestation of seeing only one 
side of the wall: the pretty screens, but not the foundational in-
frastructure that will help them deliver a coherent, memorable 
experience.

“[Customers] go into stores now expecting an experience, some 
theatrical moments,” Meszaros opined. “The store is trying to 
keep up with how the [retail] brands present themselves in other 
ways. But a lot of them are just not connecting the dots between 
AV and content.”

More Opportunity For Experiences
It helps to think about retail less in the conventional sense—

that being, as a specific place to go and buy products—and more 
as a destination for experiences, TJ DiQuollo, Director of Cre-
ative Services for Diversified Media Group, explained. Diversified 
Media Group is the division of large integrator Diversified that 
focuses on digital signage and experiential-systems development. 
“The ‘death’ of brick and mortar is a myth. What we’ve seen in 
the last few years has been a lot of consolidation [of physical 
locations], and that’s created more opportunities for experiences 
at retail,” DiQuollo declared.

‘Retail is a particularly good 
application for AV technology, 
because it draws attention and 
draws people into a physical 
space, which might be the  
biggest challenge for retail in  
a time of widespread online  
shopping.’Ethan Rose

AV systems, in the form of videowalls and digital signage, are 
useful for attracting consumers to store locations, but, according 
to DiQuollo, AV and IT being combined is what synthesizes the 
online-shopping experience and the physical store. He pointed 
to kiosks that Diversified developed for Lexus dealerships that 
let buyers take the car they’ve “built” at home, online, and call 
it up on a screen in the dealership; then, they can further mod-
ify it, based on features that are illustrated on the dealership’s 
screens. Finally, they can search for that actual car in the dealer’s 
inventory or the inventories of nearby dealerships. Those same 
screens can also offer information and user tips for various car 
systems to owners who are there for vehicle servicing.

“It’s pulling information from a huge database, but the trick 
is to make that experience seamless for the buyer,” DiQuollo 
emphasized. “It’s critical to make it fluid, without duplicate ex-
periences.”

Another retail encounter is the Samsung 837 experience 
center in New York’s Meatpacking District, where Diversified 
constructed an 8x8 videowall of Samsung 55-inch displays, span-
ning two floors, among other signage elements. This integrated 
technology suffuses a location where consumers can find the 
brand’s various products being integrated into events such as 
celebrity cooking, fitness and fashion sessions. “The signage 
reinforces the brand…the culture,” DiQuollo observed. “The 
products come in and out over time, like museum exhibits, but 
the brand is always there. It really shows that a store doesn’t 
have to be just a point of sale.”

The Same Up North
Two retail projects by Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada-

based integrator CONTI, which operates a retail division, reflect 
that region’s attractiveness to stylish retailers. A recent store for 
Japanese minimalist home-goods seller Muji includes an LG vid-
eowall that CONTI’s President, Colby Harder, said was specifically 
installed to meet the city’s increasingly tight retail regulations. 
If the wall, which is installed to be visible through the store 
windows by passersby on the main street, is deemed too bright 
or overly distracting, it can be turned 180 degrees on a Chief 
mount to face inside the 18,000-square-foot store.

“Videowalls that would have been seen as unique or uncom-

mailto:sales@idkav.com
http://idkav.com/


mon even five years ago are now becom-
ing routine in retail,” Harder admitted. 
“So, in this case, we had to make provi-
sions for it to accommodate any changes 
in local retail codes. It shows how vid-
eowalls are becoming everyday tools, but 
they still may need to have some innova-
tive aspects to them.”

The area flagship store of fashion-
forward bag maker Herschel Supply 
also wanted to make a statement using 
a videowall. In their case, however, they 
asked for a decidedly 1980s look by using 
a 9.5mm-pixel-pitch resolution on a wall 
that’s virtually at head height and arm’s 
length from the store entrance, creating a 
pixelated look reminiscent of vintage Nin-
tendo. In the same store, though, a much 
finer-resolution, 1.56mm-pixel-pitch wall 
mounted on the ceiling is paired with an 
“Infinity Glass”—a ceiling-mounted glass 
cube that holds products while the videow-
all sends images of airplanes and airports 
overhead, creating an immersive feel.

According to Harder, what’s notable 
here is how the videowalls, whose deploy-
ment, in and of itself, might have been 
considered an event in a retail store just 
a few years ago, have become a fairly con-
ventional tool in the AV toolkit in the last 

‘There are a percentage of UX designers out there 
that know AV technology, but most of them don’t. 
They see an Apple store and say, “That’s easy. I 
can do that.” But they struggle with it.’

couple of years. “Hershel’s use of those 
videowalls, however, is a creative applica-
tion that is unique in the market, proving 
that the application of the technology and 
the creative content [are] as important as 
the technology itself,” he affirmed.

Sounds Good
Although audio, in the form of back-

ground music, remains a foundational el-
ement of retail AV, sound has been taking 
new forms in this environment. Switzer-
land-based Barix makes the RetailPlayer, 
an audio media-streaming player that tar-
gets this sector. The company’s CEO, Reto 
Brader, said that background music has 
come a long way from the days when it 
was a store manager playing a local radio 
station over the PA system. (Although, he 
said, he thinks that the localized nature of 
that content might have had its own kind 
of salubrious effect back in those days.) 
However, he added, although background 
music and themed announcements are still 
useful tools for customer engagement in 
retail, he believes that kind of audio con-
tent has to be better synchronized with 
video digital-signage content in stores.

“Now, they tend to be disconnected 
from each other,” Brader said of back-
ground audio and digital signage. “If you 
can make them into more of an integrated 
experience, you can make the entire re-
tail experience more dimensional.” That 
sort of synchronization, he believes, is 
the penultimate step to retail creating a 
truly personalized shopping experience. 
“What it can do, if done properly, is cause 
the customer to stop asking, ‘Is this the 
best price I can find for this product?’, 
and, instead, start feeling good about be-
ing in the store,” Brader argued. He also 
recommended another technique: Choos-
ing background music according to store 
departments instead of by time of day, 
which is still a methodology in wide use, 
if only because many media players are 
easily time-programmable.

Nike’s Beacon
AV technology is looked to as a way 

to create event-level situations that both 
draw attention to retail brands and position 
those brands as technology-savvy thought 
leaders. A particularly large-scale example 
of that was the installation, back in May, of 
“The Beacon”—a three-story-tall techno-

When Amazon Go opened a cashless, but digital-
signage-rich, quick-stop grocery store in New 
York NY earlier this year, it was front-page news. 
That underscores AV’s role in retail’s potential 
renaissance.
Courtesy SounderBruce – own work, CC BY-SA 4.0.

Bryan Meszaros
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sculpture composed of 29 video screens, 
70 programmable lights and 36 loud-
speakers. It’s suspended in the atrium 
of the new 68,000-square-foot Nike NYC 
House of Innovation 000 on New York’s 
Fifth Ave. The temporary installation 
included vitrines with privacy glass for 
sneakers on display, enabling patrons 
only to see products from certain angles. 
Meanwhile, immersive waves of direc-
tional ambient soundscapes, delivered 
by Holosonic Audio Spotlight self-pow-
ered AS-16i beam-forming speakers, rip-
pled up from beneath the floor grating.

The sonic aspects of The Beacon are 
there for a reason: Its main purpose is to 
herald the arrival of Nike’s new “Noise 
Cancelling” sneaker model. The name 
is figurative—it’s intended to convey 
how athletes using Nikes can shut out 
the clatter around them as they perform 
amazing feats of sport—but it under-
scores how a particular audio technol-
ogy—that is, noise cancellation—has 
become part of the culture, as well as a 
technique for focusing listeners’ atten-
tion in environments like museums. (It’s 
something that vocal-tweaking software 
Auto-Tune has already accomplished.)

Quite A Spectacle
“It’s quite a spectacle,” Ethan Rose, 

Creative Director at Parallel Studio, 
declared. The motion-design studio de-
signed and fabricated The Beacon, with 
content developed by Hovercraft, which 
also did the device’s lighting, along with 
AV integration assistance by TCI, which 
mounted the LED screens. “We relied 
on directional speakers to give The Bea-
con a sense of the sound [panning] to 
dif ferent floor levels and areas in the 
space,” Rose said. “Retail is a particu-
larly good application for AV technology 
like this, because it draws attention and 
[draws] people into a physical space, 
which might be the biggest challenge 
for retail in a time of widespread online 
shopping. We can use AV to create a 
unique experience that shoppers can 
only get at the store. It’s storytelling for 
the brand, and it’s a spectacle that at-
tracts people to hear and see that story.”

Rose said The Beacon, which was en-
visioned by Nike, which then brought 
the idea to a variety of vendors to flesh 
out the design and execution, represents 

a way that retail can leverage AV beyond 
what he calls “the usual playlist curations.” 
He said that AV can act as practical art, 
existing for its own sake in the form of in-
stallations like The Beacon, even as those 
installations draw crowds that result in 
transactions. “We’ve done a lot of pop-up 
stores, and AV is important for those,” he 
affirmed. “But it can be taken much further 
than some screens and a few speakers.”

Although oversized, AV-centric elements 
like The Beacon will doubtless turn heads, 

AV can stay closer to the ground and still 
be very ef fective. Carl James, Account 
Executive at AV integrator Vistacom, be-
lieves that advanced AV systems such as 
facial recognition will play a major role in 
reinvigorating retail in some sectors. The 
key is that the content that such identifi-
cation systems utilize—these would be 
based on general characteristics, such as 
male, female, youth, mature, etc.—must 
be properly aligned with the identified de-
mographics. These applications will also 
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retail environments, much of the infra-
structure is already installed in the form 
of security and loss-prevention systems 
that also search faces; as such, associated 
costs would be reduced.

James also recommended that store 
designers consider that AV, in itself, can 
come in many sizes and shapes; indeed, 
the form factor alone is often an atten-
tion grabber. “We’ve been working on 
digital-signage applications that focus 
on other-than-traditional aspect ratios, 
such as diamond shapes,” he explained. 
“And although these began for corporate 
applications, they can also have good 
outcomes for retail because the unique 
shape helps create an emotional response 
to the message.” Thus, he said, integra-
tors and content developers can create 
significant synergies by collaborating on 
both the medium and the message.

John Miceli spent most of the last six 
years as President of Technomedia, the AV 
integrator behind the US debut of Primark, 
an AV-heavy, fast-fashion European clothing 
retailer. (This installation was profiled in 
Sound & Communications’ July 2016 edi-
tion.) He’s still a proponent of that kind of 
bombastic design through DE-ZYN Studios, 
an AV design and envisionment firm he 
founded this year in Orlando FL. However, 
from his perspective, retail’s future with AV 
is one that will eventually synergize the on-
line experience with the brick-and-mortar 
one. “The great attraction of traditional 
retail is the ability for customers to touch 
and feel things they may want to buy,” he 
opined. The challenge is finding ways to get 
customers into the store in the first place.

Miceli believes that fairly conventional 
AV techniques—for example, projection 
mapping colors onto a couch and various 
environmental elements around it—can 
still be useful. Customers, in that case, 
can experience the actual couch they’re 
considering, and they can do so with all 
the possible options—color, fabric, etc.—in 
a familiar setting. Stores, meanwhile, can 
realize cost reductions by, for instance, min-
imizing on-hand inventory. The back half of 
that equation is evident in the newly opened 
IKEA outlet in New York, a location where 
astronomical square-footage costs compel 
smaller stores. IKEA customers can touch 
and feel the couches, but they won’t be able 
to walk out of the store with one because 
there’s no inventory; instead, purchases 
will be delivered from warehouses. (IKEA, 
which has a mobile app aimed at enhancing, 
but not replacing, the in-store experience, 
is making these new, smaller urban stores 
a strategic priority this year.)

Miceli’s notion is very much a logical 
next step in a scenario like that one, and 
it’s likely to become ever more common 
as traditional retail seeks ways to reduce 
costs. “What they don’t have to spend on 
overhead for things like floor space, they 
can invest in the AV technology that will 
make those stores more like the online-
shopping experience they’ve come to en-
joy,” he concluded, “just minus the hassle 
of having to return things [you] saw online 
but couldn’t properly experience online. If 
retail can make this kind of connection—
between immersive experiences and re-
duced overhead—then AV in retail has a 
very long future ahead of it.”

have to find ways to prove their return 
on investment (ROI), he added, to dem-
onstrate that those who encounter tech-
nology of this kind at retail respond to it 
by actually spending money at the store.

“The technology itself is already com-
mercially available,” James stated. “It’s a 
matter of a small camera that can read 
faces, so it’s not a big stretch when it 
comes to the AV. The challenge is in 
software that can accurately match pre-
recorded content on hand with each type 
of person, [and] then determine that any 
spend was influenced by that content. 
The AV part is relatively easy.”

In fact, James added, in many larger 

Vancouver, 
British Columbia, 
Canada-based 
integrator CONTI 
custom designed 
the “Infinity Cube” 
in the center of 
home-goods seller 
Muji. The four walls 
are mirrored glass, 
with product on 
display inside. An 
LED videowall is 
mounted on the 
ceiling to convey 
visual content, 
which is reflected 
on the walls of the 
Infinity Cube.

Carl James

‘We’ve been working on digital-signage  
applications that focus on other-than-traditional 
aspect ratios, such as diamond shapes. They can 
have good outcomes for retail because the unique 
shape helps create an emotional response to 
the message.’
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