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design industry
  designs for exclusivity

“The world is changing very fast. Big will not beat small anymore. It will be the fast beating 
the slow,” believes Rupert Murdoch. The words of this media mogul aptly speaks about 
how innovation is the need of the hour in the burgeoning Indian retail scenario and how 
the Innovation Cell of Bangalore-based firm Design for Change (DFC) is trying to make a 
difference in its own way. 

Design in India, in most cases probably 
got it wrong or has badly aped its 
cousins in the West, including the 

retail industry. With the exception of the 
automobile makers, there is a dearth of 
players in India who are able to efficiently 
design, develop and manufacture world class 
products especially in the area of fixtures, 
lighting or furniture today. Currently, most 
domestic manufacturers who are producing 
these products have entered the industry 
by default and bringing out products which 
are not acceptable in terms of design and 
quality. And considering the ever increasing 
growth and size of the industry, retailers are 
importing fittings from Europe and other 
countries. 

Coming to the rescue of design and 
engineering in the Indian retail design 
scenario, the Innovation Cell of DFC, led 
by its director Sanjay Agarwal along with 

the lead designer Antonio Longobardo, are 
creating designs which are not only suited for 
Indian retail but are the need of the hour. The 
men with the mission aim to provide world-
class design, design services and solutions in 
the area of lighting and fixtures for Indian 
manufacturers competing with international 
players or products. These designs would not 
only suit the Indian context and Indian cost, 
but would also be futuristic pieces with new 
styles and functions for the retail market. 

“The retail industry is only a decade old. Here 
most of the designers are using store-fittings 
made in China that are probably knocked 
down versions of their European counterparts,” 
explains Sanjay adding that this is the reason 
the industry never developed.

When investments started pouring into the 
retail sector in the past couple of years, the 
retail activity was getting bigger and retailers 
soon realised that these ready made fixtures/
fittings from Chinese or local vendors had a lot 
of basic faults in design, quality and finishes.

Commenting on the low-priced Chinese 
imports Sanjay points out, “Retailers cannot 
survive on these ready made products, as they 
need differentiation in their look and brand 
identity. This can only be achieved through 
design.”

‘Made in India for India’ is the objective of 
the innovation cell at DFC. From the entire 
gamut of products in retail design, they 
narrowed down on lighting and fixtures 
to provide design solution. Their view was 
that lighting at present was no more than 
a technical product, and required urgent 

 sanjay Agarwal, specialist Consultant &
director, dFC

attention to its design aspect. Similarly in 
the fixture domain, the Innovation Cell aims 
to add value by providing products with 
better usability and style. 

DFC will be developing lines that retailers 
can buy, where the brands can use the 
lines proprietarily. Also in conjunction 
with fixture or light manufacturers, DFC 
will develop lines which can be listed in 
their catalogues.

The Innovation Cell’s immediate focus 
was to understand the market, to know 
why people were opting for European 
products or importing from China. Based 
on observation, they saw that clients go 
abroad, see fixtures and ask their architect 
for the same here. This led to the architect 
giving the design to local manufacturers to 
customize it or get a knocked down versions 
of that. “Disadvantage of this approach is 

 Antonio Longobardo, Lead designer
industry innovation, dFC
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that fixtures may not be necessarily tuned 
to your brand or merchandise, so what you 
are doing is getting the fixture and making 
it adapt to your brand and product,” points 
out Sanjay.

DFC is churning out models which address all 
these issues, which is multi functional and 
applicable to a large category of merchandise. 
“Basically what we will have are a couple of 
lines, which will then have many sub lines,” 
Sanjay says.

The industry has realised that products 
imported from China or manufactured 
by most local vendors don’t go through 
technical test, hence are poor in quality and 
design compared to the counterparts from 
US or Europe.  Tackling this DFC’s other focus 
is to keep the processes as simple as possible 
to get the best quality.

“As an exercise we are getting components 
from Indian manufacturers, and have realised 
that the quality of most of these products are 
not at par with the international standards.
 
This is because we do not have access 
to hi-tech machines and skilled labour 
to manufacture complicated processes,” 
explains Sanjay adding that this will also 
reduce cost.

Fixing the fixture world

On the fixture front DFC has not yet joined 
hands with any firm as yet, however they will 
present a set of lines for the fixture players 
soon. “With our internal investment we will 
prototype the products, test it and take it to 
retailers,” Sanjay says.

Based on the requirement, whether it’s for 
a catalogue or specific lines for a project, 
DFC would provide design solutions.The team 
would first understand what products are 
being manufactured at present, and then try to 
develop products which are not very complicated 
to manufacture, incorporate different functions 
and create a new product. “We need continuous 

the design 
squad
The Innovation Cell at DFC is a global 
team comprising of talents who have been 
associated with leading institutes and 
companies. Anchored in Bangalore, the cell 
draws its synergies from Italy, Germany 
and other countries.  

The fourteen member team comprises 
of designers and engineers from reputed 
institutes such as NID and NIFT, having 
specialisation in fixture, furniture, visual 
communication, graphic design and green 
design among others. 

The team is headed by Antonio Longobardo 
of Milan, Italy. Graduated from European 
Institute of Design and a member of Italian 
Association of Industrial Design, Antonio 
has worked as project and industrial 
designer for renowned brands including 
Ferrari, Otis, Lego and Red Bull.

The Innovation Cell’s vision is to design 
and develop international products, which 
is suited for the Indian context. 

support from the client. They have to try our 
processes; if it doesn’t work we go back to our 
drawing boards and try reworking the detail 
out. It’s a long term partnership, so we think at 
the least it should be a twelve month retention 
project.” Antonio says. 

Getting the right light

In the lighting domain, DFC has already 
partnered with Plus Lighting to develop lines. 
It was in EuroShop 2008 at Düsseldorf, that 
Sanjay first came across products of Plus 
Lighting, which he says were comparatively 
on par with European products in terms of 
technology. “I told Amit of Plus Lighting that 
after technical aspects, people will compare 
only on design and packaging. When you 
are comparing with Ansorg or other bigger 
players, cost or technical certification will not 
be the winning factor, but it is design which 
will. So that’s when Amit wanted to know 
how to do it?” says Sanjay while narrating 
his first meeting with Amit Seth, MD of 
Plus Lighting. So DFC gave Plus Lighting 
a presentation of what they could offer in 
terms of design solution, where it was not 
styling the product but positioning it in the 
market. “I told him if you look at the market, 
it only offers hard core technical products. 
But some major players are moving towards 
decorative lines, and that’s where the trend 
is moving.” explains Sanjay. Suggesting Plus 
to have 50 percent of hygiene products and 
the rest decorative products, DFC planned to 
come up with three lines every year and keep 
giving new flavours, catering to Indian retail 
which is constantly looking for new things.

“Firstly, we wanted to know about the market, 
user, usability and competitors. Secondly, we 
wanted to create something different, where 
we destroy the product and recompose it in a 
different way,” explains Antonio.

Off the six models which DFC created for Plus 
Lighting, two were based on existing lines 
and four are completely new concepts. 
Making it easy on the pocket for Plus Lighting, 
DFC stuck to the same production line, where 

the cost remains the same or could even be 
lower. “However, products will definitely look 
premium and set him apart,” Sanjay says.

Way forward

Though innovating new designs for the 
lighting and fixture industry is the immediate 
focus for DFC, they plan to enter kids’ 
furniture segment too. “We have the passion 
to do something for kids. This could be study 
furniture, home or school, which is suited 
for Indian environment. We want it to be 
interactive and usable,” says Sanjay adding 
that having done the Allen Solly Kids project, 
they see huge potential in this segment. The 
furniture being eco-friendly and safe for 
children is another aspect which DFC will 
give importance to l
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