VISUALART

NRF Insights:
The new rules of retail growth
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One sentence that defined NRF this year: Retail is moving trom scale,
channels, and optimisation toward trust, relevance, intelligence, and human
value — with technology as an enabler, not the strategy.

Across categories, geographies, and tformats, NRF presented a remarkably
coherent picture of where retail is heading. Not louder. Not taster at any cost.

But more human, more disciplined, and more intentional.

On the tollowing pages, we break down the six core themes — and what they
mean in practice tor retailers designing the next generation of in-store
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experience, retail media, and digital communication.
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Whether discussing retail media, Al, luxury, or mass retail, one

Tru St I s n ow message was clear:
reta I I ’s p rl m a ry Without trust, nothing scales.

Retail media only works when customers believe it improves their experience — not when it

c U rre n cy teels like an ad network imposed on them.

Al only creates value when it is transparent, responsible, and clearly beneticial.

Brand loyalty increasingly depends on consistency, values, and integrity — not novelty.

What this means for retailers
 Trustis no longer a “brand layer” — it is a commercial prerequisite
e Customers increasingly reward brands that show restraint, relevance, and respect

* Short-term monetisation that erodes trust weakens long-term growth

Actionable takeaways

* Treat in-store retail media as a customer experience channel tirst, revenue channel second
 Establish clear rules tor what does not belong on screens — not just what does

e Design governance that protects customer trust betore enabling scale
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Expe ri e n ce is From sportswear to luxury to mass retail, speakers agreed on one thing:

Experience is the strategy.

n o I o n g e r a Stores are not tultilment nodes with branding on top.
‘ff ® They are trust engines, cultural touchpoints, and physical expressions of the brand’s purpose.
differentiator,

W 4
it’s the product

Poor experience can no longer be compensated tor by price, promotions, or technology.

What this means for retailers

 The store is no longer “where transactions happen” — it's where belief is built
* Every digital touchpoint contributes to how the brand is telt

* Experience must justity the customer’s time and attention

Actionable takeaways

e Redesign digital in-store communication around customer missions, not campaigns
* Measure experience quality, not just conversion

e Use screens to clarity, guide, and inspire — not overwhelm
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If llec h n o I ogy is One ot NRF’s strongest cross-cutting themes was surprisingly anti-tech in tone:
o ¢ b I ® h The best technology is the kind customers don’t notice.
visible, it has
® Retail tech should reduce eftort, friction, and cognitive load.
fa I I ed It customers are aware of the system, something has gone wrong.

What this means for retailers

Al should simplity decisions — not expose complexity.

 The industry is moving from digital tfranstormation to intelligence transtormation
* Technology must disappear into the experience

e Complexity belongs backstage — never on the shop floor

Actionable takeaways

o Shift from manual playlists to rule-based content orchestration
* Use automation to protect consistency and relevance — not to chase novelty

e Evaluate technology by how much eftort it removes, not how many features it adds
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NRF made it clear: being “big and everywhere” is no longer enough.

b t I Cultural relevance, local context, and situational meaning now outperform:
e a s sc a e * Assortment size
4

e Global standardisation

eve ry l'l me + Sheer channel reach

Consumers are more selective, value-conscious, and emotionally fatigued than ever.

What this means for retailers
e Relevance is contextual, not universal
* Local nuance outpertorms global sameness

* Attention must be earned — repeatedly

Actionable takeaways
* Design content strategies by store zone, time, and customer intent
e Allow localisation within a controlled, brand-safe framework

e Optimise tor “right moment” — not maximum exposure
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S peed m al.l.e rs Innovation was everywhere at NRF — but so were warnings.
4

bUt dlsclpllne peed without governance leads to chaos.
marfers more

Fast trend cycles require execution discipline.
Al and innovation must be embedded with accountability.

Long-term thinking consistently outpertorms short-term optimisation.

What this means for retailers
* Moving fast is only an advantage it coherence is maintained

e The winners are not the loudest innovators — but the most consistent executors

Actionable takeaways

e Detine clear ownership ot experience, content, and decision rules
e Build repeatable frameworks instead ot one-oft activations

* Protect long-term brand value when experimenting with new tormats
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o rg a n isalli o n Perhaps the most important — and least discussed — insight from NRF:
d I d h ® Retail transformation fails more often due to organisational misalignment than

a n ea e rs I p Human judgement, empathy, and leadership remain irreplaceable.

a re l'he rea I Technology can enable — but not compensate for — unclear structures or fragmented ownership.

bOttI e n ec ks What this means for retailers

technology gaps.

* The biggest constraint is no longer tools — it's alignment

e Experience breaks when responsibility is split and accountability is unclear

Actionable takeaways
e Clarity who owns the in-store experience end-to-enad
 Align incentives across marketing, operations, IT, and media

 Treat digital in-store as a strategic capability — not a side project



The NRF meta-conclusion:
A remarkably aligned future

NRF did not present a fragmented vision of retail’s future.
ILVODKA.
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t presented a highly aligned one. _
A 1 Technologies
The next generation of winning retailers will be those who:
 Earn trust instead of demanding attention
* Design for humans, not systems
* Use technology with restraint and intelligence

o Stay culturally relevant and locally meaningtul

* Execute with discipline — at scale

In short:
Retail’s future is not about more screens, more data, or more automation.

t's about better judgement, better experience, and better use ot technology — in service ot people.
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Curious to
learn more?

Reach outtoday =  www.visualart.com
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