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R E T A I L  A S S E M B L Y  :  C U R A T E D  O N L I N E  C O N T E N T  

 
 
Wr i t ten by Wendi  Chang and Rahu l  Ba ja j  
In terv iew wi th  Jenn i fe r  P i lk ington 
 
R: So?  
JP:  “ I  was l is ten ing to  th is  in terv iew wi th  Pharre l l ,  and he was say ing i t  cou ldn’ t  
be a  bet ter  year  because i ts  2013 and everyth ing is  complete ly  d i f fe rent  -  and 
th ings are  not  in  a  box.   And then he went  on to  say,  ‘and i f  they are ,  i t ’s  l i ke  
p lease don’ t  ta lk  to  me -  I  don’ t  want  to  catch your  menta l i ty ’  [ laughs]  I  love i t  -  
don’ t  ever  g ive  me or  show me the same o ld ,  don’ t  ever  show me a box.   There’s  
good base ins ide [ the box] ,  so use i t ,  but  add to  i t  and show me someth ing new 
and in terest ing.”  
 
That  is  the cha l lenge Reta i l  Assembly  is  tack l ing on two d i f fe rent  leve ls :   
1 .  Wi th in  RA,  i t ’s  how to present  the content  in  an in terest ing way.   A lso ensure 
that  i t ’s  great ,  innovat ive  content  f rom peop le  at  the top o f  the i r  game.  As ide 
f rom learn ing about  a  par t icu lar  aspect  o f  the re ta i l  industry ,  RA wants you to  
wa lk  away w i th  sparks,  ideas,  wh ich you can use in  your  own bus iness.   
 
2 .  Prov ide the user  a  p la t form to get  out  o f  the i r  box.   “U l t imate ly  what  we want  
is  to  a l low you to  get  a  rea l ly  good,  rea l ly  c lear  understand ing o f  each o f  the 
factors  a f fect ing your  bus iness -  and once you’ve got  that ,  you’ re  go lden.   You 
can do whatever  you want ,  because you’ l l  know the impl icat ions o f  every th ing 
you want  to  do.   I t ’s  power fu l  s tu f f . ”  
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R: Even so,  there  are  a  lo t  o f  boxes on the s i te  
JP:  V isua l ly ,  I  love boxes,  squares,  spheres (symmetry )  c lean.   That ’s  what  a  
foundat ion shou ld be:  s tab le ,  ba lanced,  s imple .   St ra teg ica l ly ,  I  l i ke  th ings s t i l l  
c lear ,  but  f ree form -  not  boxed -  ind iv idua l ,  but  s t i l l  c lear .   That’s  what  everyone 
shou ld wa lk  away w i th  -  a  ind iv idua l  idea o f  what  they can do bet ter  fo r  the i r  
customers,  the i r  bus iness,  e tc .  
 
R: How do you get  so c lear?   
JP:  I  LOVE wading through the mess to  get  there.   Somet imes I  spend too much 
t ime there [ in  the mess] .   
 
R: Yeah,  the mess is  key -  i ts  k inda how you guys run the content  meet ings I ’ve  
been to .   Everyone throws everyth ing on the tab le ,  and then ed i t ,  and f ind the 
l inks  between th is  person’s  s tory  and that  person’s  idea.   And then i t  gets  ed i ted 
and organ ized some more.    
JP:  Actua l ly ,  that ’s  how I  used to  buy [ fo r  re ta i le rs ]  too.   Show me everyth ing and 
le t  me narrow i t  down to  get  the customer -and the bus iness-  a  great  de l ivery .   I f  
i t  makes you fee l  bet ter ,  I  used to  ask my vendors for  as  much as I  ask f rom a l l  o f  
you.    
 
R: You push everyone far ther  and they l ike  i t .    
JP:  [ laughs]  Most  o f  the t ime.   
 
 
L I F E S T Y L E  -  W O R K S T Y L E  
We’re  at  th is  great  p lace where techno logy has g iven us a  f reedom and a 
f lex ib i l i ty  where we can accompl ish more -  a lmost  anywhere.   For  example,  I ’m 
work ing and s i t t ing on a park  bench on a sunny Sunday.   I t ’s  rumored that  par t  o f  
a  RA course was wr i t ten on a  beach in  the Car ibbean.   I ’ve  been to  many fu l ly  
funct iona l  meet ings at  the Reta i l  Assembly  o f f ices on the i r  pat io .   And I ’m go ing 
to  f in ish up the Reta i l  Math workshop I ’m tak ing on the couch wi th  my dog and 
g i r l f r iend ton ight  on the couch.    
 
A l though they work long and hard,   and are  fue led by cra f t  cof fee l ike  any good 
b ig-c i ty-based organ izat ion,  f lex ib i l i ty  and ease o f  use accent  a lmost  every  
conversat ion.   They seem to understand that  peop le  -  the i r  users  -  are  busy,  that  
they work,  they get  out  o f  town,  they need downt ime wi th  f r iends and fami ly .   The 
RA team wants  to  fac i l i ta te  job/career  advancement  w i thout  le t t ing go o f  any 
f reedom in  l i fe .    
 
F O U N D A T I O N  -  F U N D A M E N T A L S  
In  one o f  my ear l ies t  conversat ions w i th  Jenn i fe r ,  she re to ld  th is  s tory  about  
about  a  footba l l  coach who he ld ,  “ l ike ,  a  dozen” pract ises w i thout  a  footba l l .   The 
coach emphas ized that  in  a  game, you on ly  have the ba l l  fo r  a  very  smal l  
percentage o f  the t ime,  and that  the team would spend most  o f  the i r  t ime 
pract is ing the foundat iona l  and fundamenta l  sk i l l s  o f  the game.  Jenn i fe r  was 
qu ick to  say she be l ieved in  pract is ing with  the ba l l ,  but  wanted the foundat iona l  
in fo  in  the workshops to  be just  as  so l id  as those p layers ’  sk i l ls .    
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C O N N E C T I O N S  -  N E T W O R K S  
Th is  is  where th ings get  a  b i t  w i ld  a t  RA,  when you ask them about  connect ions.   
They have these mind maps where the foundat iona l  concepts  are  la id  out  for  any 
course.   F loat ing outs ide o f  that  are  more deta i led ways to  execute each concept ,  
and out  f rom that  is  another  layer  o f  innovat ion.   I t  seems easy enough -  three 
layers .   Then you not ice the l ines drawn connect ing foundat ions to  execut ions to  
innovat ions and i t  jus t  looks l ike  a  mess.    
 
But  the crazy th ing is ,  when you’re  go ing through the content  a t  RA,  they are  
mak ing a l l  these connect ions for  you,  but  i t  doesn’ t  seem at  a l l  l ike  the maps.   
I t ’s  s imple ,  one smal l  idea carr ies  over  to  three other  areas.   A l locat ing 200 
square feet  to  someth ing means x  for  your  sa les p lans,  y  for  your  customer’s  
exper ience,  z  for  your  purchases,  e tc .   I t ’s  seamless,  easy.    
 
C O M I N G  T O G E T H E R  
“People  l ike  peop le .   We l ike  peop le .   And the best  par t  about  re ta i l  and fash ion 
is  that  there  is  no shortage o f  rea l ly  s te l lar  peop le  and ideas” .   Br ing ing together  
fash ion and reta i l ’s  best  to  o f fe r  up a case s tudy,  a  s tory ,  a  contr ibut ion is  rea l ly  
important  to  the organ izat ion who va lues,  not  just  learn ing the bus iness,  but  
app ly ing i t  to  the fu ture .   Ins ights ,  a  peek in to  what  other  bus inesses are  do ing,  
and what ’s  coming down the p ipe l ine are  at tacked w i th  the same fever  as the 
fundamenta ls .    
 
Every t ime I ’m at  the Reta i l  Assembly  o f f ices,  I ’m fee l ing that  the re ta i l  industry  is  
fu l l  o f  opportun i ty ,  and I ’ve  probab ly  met  someone new.  Everyt ime I  speak w i th  
Jenn i fe r  I  have a   greater  sense o f  f reedom than I  had before.   A l l  th is  is  desp i te  
the fact  that  I  have more work to  do than before  I  a r r ived,  and probab ly  another  
on l ine re ta i l  workshop I  want  to  go through.   But  that  is  the power o f  insp i ra t ion.    

 


