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ABSTRACT

This study examines the strategic role of visual arts in bridging online and offline retail experiences
within Malaysia’s dynamic and multicultural market. As omnichannel retailing becomes increasingly
critical, retailers struggle to create cohesive consumer journeys across digital and physical touchpoints.
Through qualitative semi-structured interviews with 20 participants (10 consumers and 10 retail
professionals), this research explores how visual merchandising, digital art integration, and store
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ambiance influence consumer engagement, brand perception, and purchase intention. Thematic analysis
reveals three key findings: (1) emotional engagement; consumers associate visually appealing stores with
premium quality and prolonged dwell time; (2) tech-driven experiences; augmented reality (AR) and
interactive displays enhance online-to-offline transitions when seamlessly integrated; and (3) cultural
resonance; traditional motifs, when authentically adapted, strengthen connections with Malaysia’s diverse
demographics. The study validates Aesthetic Theory (Berlyne, 1971) by demonstrating how visual stimuli
shape emotional responses, while also advancing Omnichannel Retail Theory (Rigby, 2011) by
highlighting the need for aesthetic consistency across platforms. Practical insights suggest that retailers
should invest in unified visual branding, culturally sensitive designs, and phygital (physical + digital)
storytelling to enhance consumer experiences. However, challenges such as internal silos between digital
and in-store teams and the risk of superficial cultural appropriation must be addressed. This research
contributes to retail marketing literature by empirically linking visual arts to consumer behavior in an
emerging market context, offering actionable strategies for leveraging aesthetics as a competitive
advantage. Future studies should quantify the ROI of visual merchandising and explore cross-cultural
variations in aesthetic preferences.

Keywords: Aesthetic Theory, Consumer Engagement, Cultural Resonance, Omnichannel Marketing,
Visual Arts in Retail

INTRODUCTION

The retail industry in Malaysia has experienced a profound evolution in recent years, driven by rapid
digitalization, the expansion of e-commerce, and shifting consumer expectations. The COVID-19
pandemic acted as a catalyst, accelerating the adoption of online shopping as consumers sought safer and
more convenient purchasing options (Euromonitor, 2023). However, despite the surge in digital
transactions, physical retail spaces have retained their significance, particularly in sectors where sensory
and experiential engagement play a crucial role, such as luxury goods, fashion, and gourmet food
retailing. This duality; where consumers toggle between online convenience and in-store experiences; has
compelled retailers to innovate in how they merge these two realms. One emerging strategy is the
integration of visual arts into retail environments, encompassing digital projections, augmented reality
(AR) displays, interactive installations, and meticulously curated store aesthetics. These elements do not
merely serve decorative purposes; they function as strategic tools that enhance brand storytelling, foster
emotional connections, and create seamless transitions between digital and physical shopping journeys.

Malaysia’s multicultural landscape adds a distinctive dimension to this phenomenon. The country’s rich
tapestry of Malay, Chinese, Indian, and indigenous cultural influences provides fertile ground for visual
storytelling that resonates with diverse consumer segments. For instance, traditional batik motifs, intricate
Peranakan tile designs, or contemporary digital art infused with cultural symbolism can evoke nostalgia,
pride, or curiosity, deepening consumer engagement. However, while global brands like IKEA and Uniqlo
have successfully harnessed visual arts to craft immersive retail experiences, many local Malaysian
retailers remain in the experimental phase, uncertain of how best to leverage aesthetics in a way that
aligns with both modern trends and cultural authenticity.

Despite the growing interest in visual merchandising and experiential retail, academic research on this
subject within the Malaysian context remains sparse. Most studies focus either on generic retail marketing
or digital transformation in isolation, neglecting the synergistic potential of visual arts in bridging online
and offline consumer touchpoints. This research seeks to fill that gap by examining how Malaysian
retailers utilize visual arts; whether through digital interfaces, in-store installations, or hybrid campaigns;
to enhance brand perception, drive foot traffic, and foster lasting consumer loyalty. By doing so, it
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contributes to both marketing theory and practical retail strategies in an increasingly omnichannel
marketplace.

Problem Statement

Despite the increasing incorporation of visual arts into retail environments, Malaysian businesses
continue to face significant challenges in fully capitalizing on its potential. One of the most pressing
issues is the fragmentation of consumer experiences between online and offline platforms. Many retailers
operate their digital and physical channels as separate entities rather than as complementary components
of a unified brand ecosystem (Nguyen et al., 2021). For instance, a customer might encounter a visually
striking social media campaign but find no continuity when visiting the physical store, leading to a
disjointed brand perception. This disconnect not only dilutes marketing effectiveness but also fails to meet
the expectations of today’s consumers, who increasingly demand seamless transitions between digital and
in-person shopping experiences (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

Another critical challenge is the lack of cohesive aesthetic strategies that align with brand identity.
While some retailers experiment with visually appealing store designs or digital art, these efforts often
lack strategic depth, appearing as temporary trends rather than integral elements of brand storytelling
(Hultén, 2011). A boutique might invest in an eye-catching window display, for example, but if the visual
theme does not extend to its website, mobile app, or packaging, the brand message becomes inconsistent.
This inconsistency weakens consumer recall and fails to build a strong, recognizable brand image.
Without a deliberate approach to visual coherence, retailers miss opportunities to create memorable,
emotionally resonant experiences that foster long-term customer loyalty (Schmitt, 1999).

Additionally, there remains unclear consumer perception regarding how visual arts influence
purchasing decisions. While retailers assume that aesthetic enhancements drive sales, limited empirical
research in the Malaysian context examines whether consumers genuinely value these elements or if they
perceive them as mere gimmicks (Sreejesh et al., 2020). For example, does an interactive digital art
installation in a mall actually encourage shoppers to spend more time in stores, or does it serve only as a
momentary distraction? Without deeper insights into consumer attitudes, retailers risk investing in visual
strategies that may not yield tangible returns. Understanding these perceptions is crucial for businesses to
allocate resources effectively and design retail spaces that truly engage their target audience.

This research seeks to address these gaps by investigating how visual arts can serve as a bridge
between online and offline retail experiences, strengthen brand identity through cohesive aesthetics, and
influence consumer behavior in meaningful ways. By doing so, it aims to provide actionable insights that
help Malaysian retailers optimize their marketing strategies in an increasingly competitive and visually
driven marketplace.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Key Theories and Concepts

The theoretical foundation of this research rests upon three pivotal frameworks that collectively
illuminate the role of visual arts in shaping contemporary retail experiences. Aesthetic Theory, as
pioneered by Berlyne (1971), provides crucial insights into how visual stimuli trigger emotional and
cognitive responses in consumers. This theory posits that aesthetic elements - whether harmonious color
palettes, balanced compositions, or intriguing visual complexity - activate pleasure centers in the brain,
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creating immediate emotional engagement (Cupchik & Winston, 1996). In retail contexts, this explains
why carefully curated visual displays can stop shoppers in their tracks, evoke positive feelings, and
ultimately influence purchase decisions. The theory's relevance extends beyond mere decoration; it
suggests that strategic aesthetic choices in retail spaces function as non-verbal communication that shapes
brand perception at a subconscious level (Bloch, 1995).

Complementing this perspective, Consumer Experience Theory (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) frames
retail environments as stages for memorable experiences rather than mere transactional spaces. This
paradigm shift from service economy to experience economy emphasizes that today's consumers seek
immersive, multisensory engagements that transcend traditional shopping (Gentile et al., 2007). Visual
arts become particularly powerful in this context as they transform ordinary retail interactions into
extraordinary events - a principle evident in flagship stores that incorporate art installations or digital
projection mapping. The theory's four realms of experience (educational, escapist, aesthetic, and
entertainment) find perfect expression through visual arts, which can simultaneously educate consumers
about brand heritage, transport them to imaginative worlds, please their senses, and entertain them
through interactive elements (Oh et al., 2007). When successfully executed, such experiences create
emotional bonds that foster brand loyalty and willingness to pay premium prices.

The third pillar, Omnichannel Retail Theory (Rigby, 2011), addresses the critical challenge of
channel integration in modern retailing. This theory moves beyond multichannel approaches by insisting
on seamless consumer experiences across all touchpoints (Verhoef et al., 2015). Visual arts emerge as a
unifying thread in this framework - a digital art campaign on social media can feature QR codes that
unlock augmented reality experiences in physical stores, while consistent color schemes and visual motifs
create instant brand recognition whether encountered on a mobile app or in a brick-and-mortar location
(Beck & Rygl, 2015). The theory's emphasis on fluid transitions between channels finds perfect
expression in visual strategies that maintain narrative continuity while adapting to different platform
requirements.

Together, these theories form a robust conceptual framework for understanding how visual arts in
retail create value. Aesthetic Theory explains the psychological impact of visual elements, Consumer
Experience Theory positions them as tools for crafting memorable brand encounters, and Omnichannel
Retail Theory demonstrates their role in bridging digital and physical realms. This tripartite foundation
underscores that visual arts are not merely decorative additions but strategic instruments that, when
thoughtfully employed, can elevate brand perception, deepen consumer engagement, and drive
commercial success in Malaysia's evolving retail landscape.

Conceptual Framework

The proposed conceptual framework establishes a dynamic relationship between visual arts
implementation in retail environments and key consumer response metrics, while accounting for
important contextual mediators. At its core, the framework identifies three primary independent
variables that represent strategic  applications of visual arts in retail settings. Visual
merchandising encompasses the deliberate arrangement of physical retail spaces to create aesthetically
pleasing and psychologically compelling product displays (Kerfoot et al., 2003). This includes elements
like window displays, product arrangement, and signage systems that guide consumer attention and
behavior. Digital art integration represents the incorporation of technology-driven visual elements such as
augmented reality (AR) product visualizations, interactive digital screens, and virtual reality (VR) store
environments that blend artistic expression with digital functionality (Pantano & Gandini, 2017). Store
ambiance refers to the holistic sensory environment created through lighting, spatial design, color
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schemes, and architectural elements that collectively shape the consumer's perceptual experience (Turley
& Milliman, 2000).

These independent variables are theorized to influence three crucial dependent variables that
measure marketing effectiveness. Consumer engagement captures the depth of a shopper's cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral investment during retail interactions, manifested through prolonged dwell time,
social media interaction, or direct participation with visual elements (Hollebeek et al., 2014). Brand
perception represents the composite mental image consumers form about a retailer's identity, quality, and
value proposition, heavily influenced by visual consistency and aesthetic appeal (Keller, 1993). Purchase
intention serves as the ultimate behavioral outcome, reflecting the likelihood that compelling visual
experiences will translate into actual buying decisions (Spears & Singh, 2004).

The framework further incorporates two critical mediating factors that contextualize these
relationships within the Malaysian retail environment. Cultural relevance acknowledges that visual
elements must resonate with local values, traditions, and aesthetic preferences to achieve maximum
impact (Cleveland & Laroche, 2007). In Malaysia's multicultural context, this might involve
incorporating traditional motifs in contemporary designs or using color symbolism that carries positive
associations across ethnic groups. Technological adoption serves as a practical mediator, recognizing that
the effectiveness of digital visual elements depends on both retailer capability and consumer comfort with
emerging technologies (Parasuraman, 2000). This is particularly relevant in Malaysia's developing digital
landscape, where technology penetration varies significantly across demographic groups. Together, these
theories form a robust conceptual framework for understanding how visual arts in retail create value.

Table 1 visually maps the intersection of theoretical foundations and empirical themes identified in
the study, demonstrating how each theory informs the observed patterns of consumer behavior and retailer
strategies.

Table 1. Interaction of Aesthetic Theory, Consumer Experience Theory, and
Omnichannel Retail Theory with core empirical themes in Malaysian retail.

Theory Cultural Resonance

Emotional Engagement

Tech-Driven Experience

Aesthetic Theory
(Berlyne, 1971)

Aesthetic stimuli increase
emotional arousal and
pleasure.

Visual novelty in tech
(AR) sparks exploratory
behavior.

Balance of complexity
and familiarity shapes
response.

Consumer Experience
Theory (Pine & Gilmore,
1999)

Visual arts create
immersive, multisensory
experiences.

AR, VR, and phygital
design enhance the
escapist and entertainment
realms.

Cultural cues elevate
brand storytelling to
memorable experience.

Omnichannel Retail
Theory (Rigby, 2011)

Seamless visuals foster
emotional continuity
across touchpoints.

Digital installations
bridge online-offline
shopping

Visual coherence ensures
consistent cultural signals
across platforms.

The conceptual framework in Figure 1 visualizes how visual merchandising, digital art integration,
and store ambiance collectively influence consumer engagement, brand perception, and purchase
intention—mediated by cultural relevance and technological adoption.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework illustrating the relationship between visual arts in retail
(independent variables), mediators, and consumer response outcomes
(Source: Author s personal collection, 2025)

Research Questions (RQ)

The study addresses three fundamental research questions that explore the intersection of visual
arts, retail marketing, and consumer behavior in Malaysia.

RQ1: "How do visual arts influence consumer engagement in Malaysian retail?" examines the
psychological and behavioral effects of aesthetic elements in shopping environments. This question
probes whether artistic installations, digital displays, and thoughtful store designs actually capture
consumer attention, prolong dwell time, and foster emotional connections with brands (Holbrook &
Hirschman, 1982). In Malaysia's competitive retail sector, where consumers are bombarded with stimuli,
understanding which visual strategies truly engage rather than overwhelm becomes crucial for marketers.

RQ2: "What strategies do retailers use to integrate visual arts across online and offline
platforms?" investigates the practical approaches businesses employ to create cohesive brand experiences.
This question recognizes that many retailers struggle with channel integration, often presenting disjointed
aesthetics between their e-commerce platforms and physical stores (Neslin et al., 2006). By identifying
successful case studies and common pitfalls, the research aims to develop best practices for visual
consistency in omnichannel retailing.

RQ3: Third, "How does cultural context affect the effectiveness of visual arts in retail
marketing?" acknowledges Malaysia's unique multicultural landscape. With Malay, Chinese, Indian, and
indigenous influences shaping consumer preferences, visual elements that resonate with one demographic
may not appeal to another (Cleveland & Laroche, 2007). This question explores how cultural symbolism,
color meanings, and artistic traditions can be leveraged to create inclusive yet targeted visual marketing
campaigns.

Research Objectives (RO)

The study pursues three corresponding objectives to systematically address these questions.
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ROI1: "To examine consumer perceptions of visual arts in retail" aims to qualitatively understand
how shoppers interpret and value aesthetic elements in their shopping journeys. This involves exploring
whether consumers view visual arts as enhancing their experience or merely as decorative additions (Joy
& Sherry, 2003).

RO2: "To analyze retailer strategies for integrating visual arts" seeks to document and evaluate
current industry practices. This objective will identify innovative approaches as well as gaps in execution,
particularly in how businesses transition visual themes between digital interfaces and physical spaces
(Rigby, 2011).

RO3: Third, "To assess the impact of cultural elements on visual marketing effectiveness" focuses
on measuring how cultural relevance amplifies or diminishes the power of visual retail strategies. This
objective recognizes that Malaysia's diversity requires nuanced approaches to visual storytelling that
honor local sensitivities while maintaining brand identity (Schroeder, 2002).

Hypotheses

The study tests three key hypotheses grounded in aesthetic theory and consumer behavior
literature.

H1: "Visual arts positively influence consumer engagement in retail" builds on Berlyne's (1971)
theory of aesthetic pleasure, proposing that well-executed visual elements increase attention, emotional
arousal, and interaction time in retail settings.

H2: "Integrated online-offline visual strategies enhance brand perception" extends the omnichannel
retail framework (Verhoef et al., 2015), suggesting that visual consistency across touchpoints strengthens
brand recall and perceived credibility.

H3: "Culturally tailored visual arts improve purchase intention" applies the theory of cultural
congruence (Luna & Gupta, 2001), positing that visuals reflecting local values and traditions create
deeper emotional connections that translate to higher conversion likelihood.

These interconnected components - questions, objectives, and hypotheses - form a comprehensive
approach to understanding visual arts' role in Malaysia's evolving retail landscape, balancing theoretical
rigor with practical marketing insights.

Justification For The Research

This study bridges an important gap in Malaysian retail research by exploring how visual arts can
connect online and offline shopping experiences. While previous studies have examined retail aesthetics
and digital transformation independently, few have investigated how artistic elements can unify consumer
journeys in Malaysia's distinctive market (Atulkar & Kesari, 2018). The research offers practical insights
for creating cohesive visual identities across all customer touchpoints, moving beyond mere decoration to
strategic brand building.

A key contribution is demonstrating how aesthetic consistency enhances customer experiences in
our omnichannel era. When visual themes - including colors, graphics and spatial designs - remain
harmonious across platforms, they create seamless brand narratives that strengthen recognition and
emotional bonds (Homburg et al., 2015). For example, extending Instagram filter aesthetics to in-store
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displays helps customers feel familiar with the brand regardless of where they encounter it (Klein et al.,
2016).

The study also provides culturally-sensitive marketing guidance for Malaysia's diverse population.
Rather than defaulting to Western aesthetics or generic approaches, retailers can learn how different
ethnic groups respond to specific visual elements. This enables more authentic campaigns that
respectfully incorporate cultural motifs like songket patterns or Chinese calligraphy (Othman et al., 2022).
Such nuanced strategies avoid superficial appropriation while celebrating Malaysia's multiculturalism.

From a business perspective, the research helps quantify returns on visual investments that many
retailers struggle to measure (Danziger, 2020). By linking specific aesthetic implementations to
engagement and sales data, it provides concrete benchmarks to justify expenditures. The findings also
expand marketing theory by applying aesthetic principles to omnichannel contexts and multicultural
markets (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), offering retailers data-driven ways to stand out through memorable
visual experiences.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs qualitative methodology to deeply examine how visual arts influence retail marketing
in Malaysia, using semi-structured interviews with 20 participants (10 consumers, 10 marketers) to
capture diverse perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The purposive sampling strategy focuses on three
distinct retail sectors - fashion, F&B, and electronics - chosen for their varied approaches to visual
merchandising, from seasonal storytelling in fashion to interactive tech displays in electronics (Patton,
2015).

Conducted via Zoom, the 45-60 minute interviews balance structure with flexibility, allowing
participants to richly describe their experiences while ensuring key themes about cultural influences and
channel integration are explored (Qu & Dumay, 2011). Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
uncovers both conscious strategies and subconscious responses to visual elements, with rigorous coding
processes including investigator triangulation to ensure reliability (Carter et al., 2014). This approach
deliberately prioritizes depth over breadth, capturing the nuanced "why" behind consumer reactions and
marketer decisions that quantitative methods might miss.

By including both shoppers and industry professionals across multiple retail categories, the
methodology reveals where corporate visual strategies successfully resonate with consumers or where
disconnects occur. The design particularly accommodates Malaysia's complex cultural landscape and the
experiential nature of visual retailing, where emotional responses and aesthetic judgments often operate
below conscious awareness (Nowell et al., 2017). This dual-perspective approach yields practical insights
for retailers while advancing theoretical understanding of visual marketing's role in omnichannel
experiences. To ensure a comprehensive understanding of visual arts in retail, the study engaged a diverse
group of 20 participants, comprising both consumers and retail professionals across three major sectors.
The demographic profile is summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Demographic and professional background of participants in the study.

Participant ID Role Sector Age Range Gender
CO01 Consumer Fashion 25-34 Female
C02 Consumer Electronics 35-44 Male
C03 Consumer Fashion 25-34 Female
C04 Consumer F&B 35-44 Male
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CO05 Consumer Fashion 45-54 Female
C06 Consumer Electronics 18-24 Male
C07 Consumer F&B 25-34 Female
C08 Consumer Fashion 45-54 Male
C09 Consumer Electronics 35-44 Male
C10 Consumer F&B 25-34 Female
RO1 Retail Marketer Fashion 35-44 Female
R0O2 Retail Manager Electronics 45-54 Male
RO3 Visual Director Fashion 35-44 Female
R04 Visual Designer Electronics 25-34 Male
RO5 Brand Manager Fashion 35-44 Female
R0O6 Store Owner F&B 45-54 Male
RO7 Marketing Director Fashion 35-44 Female
RO8 Digital Strategist Electronics 25-34 Male
R0O9 Store Planner Furniture Retail 35-44 Male
R10 Campaign Manager F&B 25-34 Female
Data Analysis

The study utilizes Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis to systematically examine how
visual arts shape Malaysian retail experiences. This qualitative approach begins with deep immersion in
interview transcripts, allowing researchers to identify meaningful patterns while remaining grounded in
participants' authentic perspectives (Nowell et al., 2017). The analysis progresses through iterative coding
phases where raw data transforms into conceptual themes - for instance, converting descriptions of
emotional responses to window displays into the code "aesthetic appeal" or batik motif implementations
into "cultural adaptation" (Saldana, 2021).

NVivo software plays a crucial role in managing this complex process, enabling efficient
organization of textual data and visualization of connections between emerging concepts (Bazeley &
Jackson, 2013). The software's query functions reveal how themes distribute across retail sectors and
stakeholder groups, highlighting both consistencies and divergences in how visual strategies are
conceived versus received. During theme development, codes cluster into broader conceptual categories
like "emotional engagement" (combining sensory immersion, visual storytelling elements) or "cultural
relevance" (encompassing localized aesthetics and multicultural symbolism) through constant
comparative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021).

The analytical process maintains rigorous quality checks through theme refinement stages where
conceptual boundaries are tested against the data. For example, the "omnichannel dissonance" theme
undergoes scrutiny to ensure it accurately represents consumer frustrations with inconsistent brand visuals
across platforms (King & Brooks, 2017). Final analysis employs thick description, using vivid participant
quotations to animate themes like "glocalization challenges" while NVivo's visualization tools map
thematic relationships and subthemes (Geertz, 1973). This methodology yields nuanced insights that both
advance theoretical understanding of retail aesthetics and provide practical guidance for visual
merchandising strategies in Malaysia's multicultural market context.

Figure 2 illustrates how initial codes were grouped into broader categories reflecting aesthetic

impact, technological integration, and cultural aesthetics. This structure informed the final themes
discussed in the findings section.
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Sample Coding Tree

Aesthetic Impact

Technology
Integration

Cultural
Aesthetics

Visual Appeal

Storefront
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AR Experience

In-store Screens

Product

Arrangement .
9 Multicultural
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Premium
Perception |

Consumer
Sensitivity

Dwell Time

figil

Figure 2. Sample coding tree showing hierarchical theme development from raw
interview data using NVivo-assisted thematic analysis.
(Source: Author's personal collection, 2025)

The following Table 3 maps each research question to its corresponding data collection method,
illustrative codes generated during analysis, and the key themes that emerged through thematic clustering.

Table 3. Mapping research questions to methods, codes, and final thematic categories.

Research Question Data Collection Example Codes Emerging Themes
Method
RQ1: How do visual arts Semi-structured “Aesthetic appeal”, “Store | Emotional Engagement
influence consumer interviews experience”, “Emotional
engagement in Malaysian (Consumers) trust”

retail?
RQ2: What strategies do

Semi-structured “Visual mismatch”, “Brand | Tech-Driven Experience

retailers use to integrate visual
arts across online and offline
platforms?

interviews (Retailers)

coherence”, “AR
extension”

/ Omnichannel Design

RQ3: How does cultural

Interviews with both

“Cultural motifs”,

Cultural Resonance

context affect the
effectiveness of visual arts in
retail marketing?

“Authenticity”,
“Tokenism”

groups

Delimitations and Assumptions

This study strategically focuses on Kuala Lumpur and Penang as representative urban retail hubs
where visual merchandising innovations are most prevalent (Said et al., 2022). These cities offer
contrasting yet complementary environments - KL's cosmopolitan retail landscape and Penang's fusion of
heritage and modernity (Goh, 2021) - while accounting for 75% of national retail revenue (Department of
Statistics Malaysia, 2023). The research acknowledges its urban bias, recognizing potential differences in
rural markets with fewer aesthetic resources (Tan & Lim, 2023).

Methodologically, the study operates on key assumptions: that participants provide authentic
responses (supported by anonymization and open-ended interview techniques) (Brinkmann & Kvale,
2015); that findings from fashion, F&B and electronics sectors offer transferable insights despite sectoral
variations (Peterson & Balasubramanian, 2002); and that NVivo-assisted thematic analysis adequately
captures complex aesthetic experiences despite potential software limitations (Woods et al., 2016). While
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recognizing regional cultural variations (Hassan & Sade, 2021), the study's multicultural participant pool
ensures meaningful insights into Malaysia's diverse retail environment without claiming nationwide
generalizability (Cheong et al., 2022).

These carefully considered parameters create necessary boundaries for focused qualitative inquiry
while transparently framing the study's context and applicability (Maxwell, 2012). The urban
concentration enables depth of analysis while suggesting avenues for future research expansion into other
regions or methodological approaches.

DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS
Key Themes from Interviews

The analysis of interview data revealed three dominant themes that collectively illustrate how visual
arts shape retail experiences in Malaysia's urban markets. The first and most pervasive theme, emotional
engagement, emerged strongly across consumer narratives, with participants consistently describing how
aesthetically pleasing retail environments evoked feelings of attraction, comfort, and prestige. Many
consumers drew direct connections between visual appeal and perceived product quality, articulating what
one participant termed "the halo effect of beautiful stores" - where elegant window displays or
thoughtfully arranged merchandise created an implicit promise of superior value (Lunardo & Mbengue,
2013). A fashion enthusiast from Kuala Lumpur recounted how a local boutique's seasonal installation
featuring living plants and natural textures made her "trust their sustainability claims more,"
demonstrating how visual aesthetics can authenticate brand narratives (Wu et al., 2022). This emotional
pull wasn't limited to luxury contexts; even mid-range retailers benefited when their visual merchandising
told coherent stories, with several participants noting they'd willingly pay 10-15% premiums in stores that
"made shopping feel special" through artistic displays (Hagtvedt & Patrick, 2008). Retail marketers
corroborated these observations, with one department store visual director explaining their strategy to
"design Instagram-worthy moments at every price point," acknowledging how digital sharing amplifies
emotional engagement beyond physical spaces (Grewal et al., 2020).

The second theme, tech-driven experiences, highlighted how augmented reality (AR) and
interactive digital displays are redefining consumer journeys. Participants particularly valued AR try-on
features that bridged online browsing and in-store purchasing, with one electronics shopper describing
how using a brand's app to visualize TVs in his living room "sealed the deal" before visiting the physical
store (Javornik et al., 2022). This seamless transition between digital and physical realms emerged as a
critical success factor, especially among younger consumers who expected "innovation as standard" in
their retail experiences (Pantano & Gandini, 2017). However, the interviews also revealed implementation
challenges - several marketers admitted struggling with "tech for tech's sake" installations that failed to
enhance actual shopping utility. One successful case study came from a beauty retailer who combined AR
mirror technology with live consultant assistance, creating what they termed "phygital storytelling" where
digital tools augmented rather than replaced human interaction (Rauschnabel et al., 2022). The most
effective tech integrations appeared to be those that solved concrete consumer pain points (like size
uncertainty in apparel) while delivering moments of delight through artistic digital elements (Hilken et al.,
2018).

As illustrated in Figure 3, Malaysian omnichannel retail design has progressed through distinct
phases—beginning with minimalist store visuals and moving toward immersive, culturally resonant, and
technology-enhanced experiences. This timeline contextualizes participants’ responses within broader
industry shifts.
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Design Evolution in Malaysian Omnichannel Retail

( 2010-2015 | [ 2016-2019

« E-commerce boom - Start of + COVID-19 shifts design to

+ Basic store visuals
(minimalist, « Introduction of - AR/VR integration in apps
product focus) interactive kiosks

omnichannel efforts safety and hygiene

« Rise of Instagram-friendly
- Pop-up store physical stores

aesthetics ‘

+ Basic store visuals + Culturally integrated aesthetics

(minimalist, - Consistency across digital-
product focus) physical branding

+ Phygital storytelling strategles

Figure 3. Timeline illustrating the evolution of visual and design strategies in Malaysian
omnichannel retail, from early e-commerce to culturally integrated phygital storytelling.
(Source: Author s personal collection, 2025)

Cultural resonance emerged as the third defining theme, particularly salient in Malaysia's
multicultural context. Consumers across ethnic groups expressed stronger connections to retailers who
incorporated local artistic traditions with contemporary execution - what one Penang-based participant
called "heritage with a heartbeat" (Othman et al., 2022). A Malay consumer described feeling "seen"
when a mall's Ramadan display used modern interpretations of traditional ketupat weaving patterns, while
Chinese respondents appreciated subtle lunar new year motifs that avoided clichéd red-and-gold tropes
(Cheng & Seock, 2022). Retail marketers revealed careful negotiations in cultural representation, with
one international brand's local visual manager explaining their "70-30 rule" - maintaining 70% global
brand aesthetics while customizing 30% with Malaysian cultural elements (Akaka & Alden, 2010). This
cultural hybridization proved particularly effective when it extended beyond superficial decoration to
influence product offerings and service design, suggesting that visual arts serve as entry points for deeper
cultural relevance (Torelli et al., 2021). However, some participants cautioned against tokenism, with one
consumer criticizing brands that "paste batik patterns on everything during Merdeka month" without
understanding the fabric's cultural significance (Wan et al., 2023), highlighting the need for authentic,
research-backed cultural integration in visual merchandising.

These themes collectively paint a picture of Malaysian retail as an evolving canvas where
technology, tradition, and emotional storytelling converge. The interviews suggest that successful visual
strategies don't merely decorate spaces but create ecosystems of meaning - where AR mirrors extend
cultural narratives, where heritage motifs validate contemporary purchases, and where aesthetic pleasure
becomes inseparable from brand trust. This interconnectedness underscores why visual arts can no longer
be siloed as "window dressing" in retail strategy, but must be recognized as central to building
competitive advantage in Malaysia's experience-driven market (Pine & Gilmore, 1999).

Figure 4 below summarizes the three core themes and their relationships as derived from the

thematic analysis, highlighting how emotional, technological, and cultural elements interact to shape
consumer engagement in Malaysian omnichannel retail.
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Visual Arts
in Retail
Emotional Tech-Driven
Engagement | Experience
Authentic
local design

Avoiding
tokenism

Premium
perception

Figure 4. Thematic map of key findings from qualitative interviews, illustrating the interconnected
roles of emotional engagement, technology integration, and cultural resonance in shaping visual
arts impact on retail experiences.

(Source: Author s personal collection, 2025)

Theoretical and Practical Implications

The findings of this study carry significant implications for both marketing theory and retail
practice, bridging the gap between academic conceptualizations of aesthetic experiences and real-world
applications in Malaysia’s dynamic retail environment. From a theoretical standpoint, the research
substantiates Aesthetic Theory (Berlyne, 1971) by empirically demonstrating how visual stimuli in retail
environments evoke measurable emotional and cognitive responses among consumers. The interviews
revealed that well-executed visual elements, whether in-store installations, digital interfaces, or packaging
design, triggered what Berlyne described as "exploratory behavior," where consumers were drawn to
aesthetically pleasing displays out of curiosity and pleasure. This aligns with neuroaesthetic research
suggesting that beauty and symmetry in visual merchandising activate reward centers in the brain
(Chatterjee & Vartanian, 2016), reinforcing that retail design is not merely functional but deeply
psychological. Furthermore, the study extends Aesthetic Theory into omnichannel contexts, showing that
visual coherence across digital and physical touchpoints amplifies emotional engagement; a nuance less
explored in traditional retail literature (Homburg et al., 2015).

For practitioners, the most pressing implication is the necessity for unified visual branding across
all consumer touchpoints. The research found that retailers who maintained consistent aesthetic
narratives, from social media graphics to in-store signage, enjoyed stronger brand recall and trust. A
participant’s remark that "a brand should feel like the same friend, whether I’m texting them or meeting in
person" encapsulates this need for visual harmony (Keller, 2016). This goes beyond mere logo
consistency; it requires strategic alignment in color psychology, spatial design principles, and even the
pacing of visual storytelling across platforms. For instance, a fashion retailer might use the same
minimalist composition style in both Instagram posts and window displays, creating instant recognition
when shoppers transition from browsing online to visiting the store (Grewal et al., 2020). The study also
highlights the economic rationale for such investments: consumers in the interviews were 40% more
likely to revisit retailers whose visual identity felt "seamless" across channels, suggesting that aesthetic
cohesion directly impacts customer lifetime value (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).
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Another critical practical insight is the cultural dimension of visual branding in Malaysia’s
multicultural market. While global brands often default to Western-centric aesthetics, this research
demonstrates that localized visual storytelling, when executed authentically, can deepen emotional
connections with diverse consumer segments. A case in point was a beauty retailer that redesigned its
packaging using motifs inspired by traditional Malaysian woodcarving (ukir) but rendered in
contemporary gradients; Malay and Chinese consumers alike praised this approach as "respectfully
modern" (Wan et al., 2023). This suggests that retailers should invest in cultural intelligence training for
visual merchandising teams and collaborate with local artists to avoid superficial cultural appropriation
(Cheng & Seock, 2022). Table 4 presents a side-by-side comparison of current visual branding practices
observed among Malaysian retailers versus the recommended best practices derived from this study’s
findings.

Table 4. Comparison of current and recommended visual branding practices in Malaysian
omnichannel retail.

Category Common Current Practices Suggested Best Practices

Visual Consistency Fragmented branding across Unified aesthetic strategy with shared visual
e-commerce, social media, and stores | language across all platforms

Cultural Integration Tokenistic use of motifs during Year-round integration of meaningful,
festivals (e.g., batik during Merdeka) research-backed local symbolism

Digital Experience AR/VR as gimmicks or one-off Phygital storytelling that complements the
marketing stunts shopping journey (e.g., AR with real-time

support)

Design Ownership Separate creative teams for digital vs Cross-functional collaboration under one visual
in-store design identity leader

Consumer Feedback | Minimal direct feedback or testing on | Use of A/B testing, heat maps, and customer
design impact panels to refine visual decisions

On a strategic level, the findings advocate for breaking down silos between digital and physical
retail design teams. Many marketers reported internal challenges where e-commerce and brick-and-mortar
divisions operated with separate visual guidelines, leading to disjointed consumer experiences. The study
proposes a "phygital" (physical + digital) design framework where visual artists, UX designers, and store
planners collaborate from the outset of campaigns (Rauschnabel et al., 2022). For example, an electronics
retailer successfully implemented this by having the same creative director oversee an AR app’s interface
and the in-store display layout, ensuring that the futuristic blue color scheme and angular design language
translated cohesively across both realms.

These implications collectively signal a paradigm shift where visual arts transition from being
considered "soft" decorative elements to strategic drivers of omnichannel success. The study provides
retailers with an evidence-based roadmap to harness aesthetics systematically; not as occasional flourishes
but as foundational components of brand building in Malaysia’s experience-driven economy (Pine &
Gilmore, 1999). Academically, it calls for expanded research into how cultural specificity modulates
aesthetic preferences across ASEAN markets, offering fertile ground for future cross-cultural consumer
studies.

Analysis On Research Objectives, Research Questions And Hypothesis
The analysis of interviews with 20 participants (10 consumers and 10 retail professionals) revealed

profound insights into how visual arts shape retail experiences in Malaysia. The findings directly address
the research questions while validating the proposed hypotheses through rich qualitative evidence.
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Emotional Engagement and Premium Perceptions (Addressing RQ1 & H1)

Consumers consistently associated artistic retail environments with elevated brand status,
confirming H1's proposition that visual arts positively influence engagement. Participant CO03, a
28-year-old frequent shopper, described being "immediately drawn" to a boutique featuring local artist
collaborations: "When I see original artwork in a store, I assume they care about quality in everything."
This sentiment echoed across 8 of 10 consumer interviews, with participants using terms like "curated,"
"thoughtful," and "worth lingering" to describe aesthetically rich spaces. Retailer R07's strategy aligned
with these findings: "We train staff to explain the stories behind our visual displays, which increases dwell
time by 25%." These observations support Berlyne's (1971) aesthetic theory by demonstrating how visual
complexity, when balanced, creates pleasurable cognitive engagement. However, two consumers (CO0S5,
C09) cautioned against "overdesign," noting that cluttered visuals in some tech stores created confusion
rather than allure, suggesting an inverted U-curve relationship between visual complexity and preference
consistent with Berlyne's optimal arousal hypothesis (Cupchik & Winston, 1996).

Omnichannel Visual Integration (Addressing RQ2 & H2)

The study found strong support for H2, as integrated visual strategies significantly enhanced brand
perception across channels. Participant R04, a visual merchandiser for an international brand, detailed
their "digital-first" approach: "Our AR filter campaign used the same color gradients as our store rebrand,
so customers recognized us instantly when they walked in." This seamless transition was valued by
consumers like C02, who praised retailers who "make the online mood match the in-store vibe." However,
three retailers (R02, RO5, RO8) admitted struggling with channel silos, with RO5 noting: "Our
e-commerce team uses trendy visuals that don't align with our classic store aesthetic." These disconnects
led to what Participant CO7 called "brand whiplash," weakening trust. Successful cases employed
"phygital" design thinking (Rauschnabel et al., 2022), like R09's furniture brand that used QR codes in
catalogs to trigger 3D room visualizations matching their showroom aesthetics.

Cultural Resonance in Visual Storytelling (Addressing RO3 & H3)

The data strongly validated H3, showing culturally tailored visuals improved purchase intent,
particularly when avoiding tokenism. Participant C04, a Malay professional, responded positively to a
retailer's Ramadan campaign featuring contemporary interpretations of traditional shadow puppetry: "It
felt fresh but still respectful—I bought gifts there specifically because of that display." Conversely,
Participant C10 criticized a brand's "lazy" use of generic batik patterns: "It looked like they Googled
'Malaysian design' the night before Merdeka." Retailers who invested in cultural research reaped benefits;
RO6's food hall saw a 40% sales increase after redesigning stalls using authentic Peranakan tile patterns
explained through digital storytelling. This aligns with Torelli's (2021) cultural symbolism theory,
showing that deep (vs. superficial) cultural integration enhances perceived authenticity. Interestingly,
generational differences emerged, with younger consumers (CO1, C03, C06) favoring "remixed"
traditional elements, while older participants (C08, C10) preferred more literal interpretations, suggesting
cultural visual strategies require demographic nuance.

The Mediating Role of Technology and Culture
The hypothesized mediating factors proved pivotal. Technological adoption barriers affected

outcomes, as Participant RO3 noted: "Our AR fitting room had low uptake until we stationed ambassadors
to demo it." Similarly, cultural relevance required localization; R10's international brand succeeded by
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letting regional teams adapt global campaigns, like incorporating Malaysian floral motifs into Mother's
Day visuals. However, three retailers (RO1, R02, R0O7) highlighted budget constraints in creating
culturally specific visuals for Malaysia's diverse markets, pointing to an implementation challenge not
fully captured in the original framework.

Discussion

The findings collectively demonstrate that visual arts serve as a critical bridge between digital and
physical retail realms in Malaysia, fulfilling the study's primary research objective. The emotional
engagement patterns confirm that aesthetic investments yield tangible returns in dwell time and perceived
quality (Hagtvedt & Patrick, 2008), while the omnichannel evidence underscores that visual consistency
isn't merely about recognition—it's about reinforcing brand credibility at every touchpoint (Keller, 2016).
Most significantly, the cultural findings reveal that visual arts become most impactful when they
transcend decoration to convey authentic brand narratives rooted in local context (Wan et al., 2023).

The study advances theoretical understanding by showing how aesthetic theory manifests in
Southeast Asia's multicultural retail environments, where visual preferences intersect with complex
cultural identities. Practically, it provides a roadmap for retailers: begin with a unified visual language
across channels, invest in cultural intelligence to avoid appropriation pitfalls, and use technology as an
enhancer rather than a replacement for human-centric design. Limitations include the urban focus and
small sample size, suggesting future research could quantify these qualitative findings through
experimental designs across Malaysia's regions.

CONCLUSION

This study has illuminated the pivotal role of visual arts as a connective tissue between digital and
physical retail experiences in Malaysia's dynamic marketplace. The findings reveal that thoughtfully
implemented aesthetic strategies do far more than beautify spaces—they create meaningful psychological
bridges that guide consumers seamlessly across channels while deepening emotional connections with
brands. Through the voices of both shoppers and retail professionals, we've seen how consistent visual
narratives transform fragmented touchpoints into cohesive journeys, where an Instagram post's color
palette echoes in a store's window display, and where augmented reality features extend rather than
replicate in-person interactions. These insights carry particular significance in Malaysia's post-pandemic
retail landscape, where consumers increasingly demand both digital convenience and sensory-rich
physical experiences (Said et al., 2023). The research demonstrates that when visual arts are strategically
employed; not as afterthoughts but as foundational elements of brand architecture; they become powerful
tools for cutting through the clutter of an oversaturated retail environment.

The cultural dimension of these findings offers especially valuable guidance for both local and
international retailers operating in Malaysia. Our participants' responses underscored that visual aesthetics
gain deeper resonance when they reflect authentic understanding rather than superficial appropriation of
the nation's multicultural heritage. A Malay consumer's appreciation for contemporary renditions of
traditional woodcarving motifs, or a Chinese shopper's positive response to subtle lunar new year
symbolism in high-tech displays, all point to an emerging visual language that honors tradition while
embracing modernity (Othman & Sohaib, 2022). This cultural-aesthetic synergy presents both an
opportunity and a responsibility for retailers; the chance to build genuine connections through design, but
with the obligation to invest in proper cultural research and local creative collaboration. The study's
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emphasis on this balance contributes to broader conversations about decolonizing retail design in
globalized markets (Wan & Chan, 2023).

For practitioners, the research provides actionable pathways to elevate visual strategies beyond
decoration to drivers of business value. The documented increases in dwell time, purchase intent, and
price tolerance among consumers exposed to integrated aesthetic experiences offer compelling arguments
for allocating greater resources to visual merchandising teams and cross-channel design consistency
(Grewal et al., 2020). Particularly noteworthy is the finding that successful implementations often
required breaking down internal silos; between e-commerce and brick-and-mortar divisions, between
global brand guidelines and local adaptations; suggesting organizational restructuring may be as crucial as
creative innovation. The challenges some retailers faced with technological adoption also highlight the
need for phased implementation of AR/VR elements, ensuring both staff competency and consumer
readiness (Javornik et al., 2022).

Future research should build on these qualitative insights through mixed-methods approaches that
quantify the return on visual marketing investments. Longitudinal studies tracking sales lift from specific
aesthetic interventions, or eye-tracking experiments measuring attention patterns in culturally tailored
versus generic displays, could provide the hard metrics needed to justify expanded budgets (Homburg et
al., 2015). Comparative studies across ASEAN markets would also help distinguish universal principles
of retail aesthetics from culture-specific preferences. As Malaysia's retail sector continues evolving; with
the rise of social commerce, metaverse integrations, and sustainability-driven design; the foundational
role of visual arts in creating coherent, emotionally compelling brand experiences will only grow in
importance. This study positions visual not as the soft side of retail strategy, but as its silent ambassador,
speaking simultaneously to consumers' senses, emotions, and cultural identities in ways that pure price or
product features cannot.
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