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Introduction
There is always a distance between the person who first encounters a product and the person they

could be by the end of it. That distance is not a failure of the product, nor a flaw in the user. It is, when

understood properly, the most useful thing a design team can know. We call it the Aspiration Gap, and

mapping it is where meaningful emotional design begins.

For Albemarle Excellence, that gap is unusually rich. The people who walk through the studio door, or

open the app for the first time, arrive carrying something: a small pang of self-consciousness, a

borrowed enthusiasm from a friend's recommendation, a quiet hope that this hour might be genuinely

theirs. Where they could end up is somewhere quite different. Known. Looked after. Quietly certain

they are worth the care. The distance between those two states is not a problem to solve. It is the

space where design has the most to offer.

What follows emerged from a series of workshops and structured conversations between Albemarle

Excellence and We Are Affective. The people in those rooms were the people who know this business

most deeply, who understand the clients, the hosts, the rhythm of a visit and the gaps between them.

These are not assumptions about how users might feel, or projections built from similar projects. They

are what surfaced when the right questions were asked of the people best placed to answer them.

Where Users Start
People are feeling self-conscious, quietly rushed, hopeful, guarded, uncertain, anticipated, slightly

guilty, nervous about belonging, braced for effort.

That combination is not unusual for a premium service, but it matters more here than it might

elsewhere. The moment someone opens the Albemarle app, they are almost never in a calm,

unhurried state. They have caught their reflection somewhere unflattering, or a date in the diary has

suddenly felt close, or six weeks have simply passed without them noticing. The impulse to book

arrives alongside a small, familiar sting: they have let something slip, and now they are trying to sort it

quietly, between other things, on a phone.

Underneath that busyness, for many clients, there is genuine anticipation. A visit to Albemarle is not

routine in the way a supermarket run is routine. For returning clients it is something they look forward

to, often the one hour in the month that belongs entirely to them. For new clients, there is the warmth

of a friend's recommendation still in their ears, a borrowed confidence that this place is worth it. That

hope is present and real. It is also fragile. The workshops were clear on this: one clumsy screen is

enough to drain it. The app, as it stands, does not meet any of these feelings with recognition. It

meets them with a service menu and a login prompt, which is precisely the wrong answer to precisely

the right moment.
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People are thinking "Do they know it's me?", "Can I just book the same as last time?", "Is Sophie still

there?", "Will I have to explain my colour again?", "How long is this going to take?", "Which of these

services do I actually need?", "Will they judge the state of my hair?", "Is this place really for someone

like me?", "Will it be as nice as I'm hoping?"

What these questions share is that none of them are cynical. They come from people who are

genuinely trying to engage, who want this to work, who have already decided to give Albemarle the

benefit of the doubt. The returning client asking whether Sophie is still there is not being difficult; she

has a relationship she values and she is hoping it is still intact. The new client wondering whether they

will look silly asking what a gloss is has not misunderstood the brand; they have understood it well

enough to feel slightly out of their depth before the door has opened. These are the questions of

people who care about getting this right.

What the questions also reveal is an information gap that the app is currently failing to close. Almost

every one of them has a clear answer that Albemarle already holds. The systems know who the client

is, who their stylist is, what was done last time and when they are next due. The team at the front

desk answers versions of these questions every day, without thinking about it. The knowledge exists.

The app simply never passes it on, and so clients are left to guess at things they should not have to

wonder about at all.

Where Users Should End
Users need to feel expected, recognised, genuinely looked after, calm, quietly confident, certain they

belong, and certain that someone is already holding the details so they do not have to.

That last part carries more weight than it might seem. The emotional destination here is not simply

satisfaction with a booking process. It is the particular relief of having handed something over to

someone who already knows what to do with it. The workshops returned to this feeling repeatedly,

and the language was consistent: not delight, not excitement, but ease. A kind of quiet, almost

physical unclenching. The hope that brought a client to the app, however small and fragile, has been

met before they have had to ask for anything. The appointment is in hand. The host is there. The next

hour, whenever it comes, is already being thought about by someone who cares how it goes.

When the experience lands as it should, something specific shifts. The client stops managing their

hair as an item on a list and starts receiving it as something taken care of. That transition, from

person-who-organises to person-who-is-organised-for, is the heart of what Albemarle can offer and

what the app has, until now, made almost impossible to feel. The Aspiration Gap is the distance

between the slightly deflated client scrolling a forty-item menu on the sofa at ten at night, and the

client who opens the same screen and sees Sophie's face, their usual with Daniel, and one tap

standing between them and done. Same person, same phone, same moment in the evening. Entirely

different emotional reality.
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The end beliefs, in users' own words are "They already knew it was me", "I don't have to explain

myself here", "This is my place", "Someone's actually looking after this", "I belong here, no question",

"They remembered, without me having to remind them", "I'm worth the care."

These are not things anyone would say in a survey. They are the quiet, private conclusions people

reach when an experience earns them, the beliefs that form below the level of conscious assessment

and stay long after the visit is over. They are not statements about the app, about the booking flow, or

about Albemarle as a brand. They are statements about the person using it. That distinction is

everything. A client who finishes the interaction thinking "that was a well-designed app" has been

efficiently served. A client who finishes it thinking "I don't have to explain myself here" has been

genuinely changed, just a little, in how they see themselves in relation to this place. The second

outcome is harder to design for and worth considerably more. It is also, as the workshops made clear,

exactly what Albemarle's hosts already create in the room. The task is to let the app do the same, so

the feeling begins before anyone walks through the door.

The Gap
A product can feel genuinely different at each end of its journey without anyone being able to say

exactly where it changed. Mapping the gap dimension by dimension makes that change visible, and

gives design something precise to aim at rather than a general aspiration toward warmth.

Dimension Where users start Where users should end

Recognition Treated as a stranger by a system that holds

years of their history

Met as themselves, before they have said

a word

Trust Guarded, unsure whether the app speaks for

the same Albemarle the studio does

Quietly certain that what they were told

will be delivered, every time, across

every studio

Belonging Wondering privately whether this place is really

for someone like them

Settled in the knowledge that it is, and

that nobody here needs them to prove it

Effort Doing all the remembering themselves,

navigating a menu that assumes they already

know the language

Arriving to find most of the thinking

already done on their behalf

Emotional

safety

Braced for a surprise bill, uncertain what they

have booked, unclear what happens if

something changes

Informed, in plain terms, of exactly what

to expect, with a named person one tap

away if anything does not fit

Continuity Each visit starting from scratch, the warmth of

the last hour dissolving somewhere between the

pavement and the next booking

A thread running through every visit, held

carefully, available to them whenever

they want to look back at it
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Dimension Where users start Where users should end

Self-

perception

Slightly diminished, organising themselves

as one more task on a long list

Quietly reminded, without it ever being said

aloud, that they are worth the care

Agency Passive recipients of whatever the system

presents, with no obvious way to ask,

change or redirect

In control of what is remembered, how they are

contacted, and what the relationship looks like

on their terms

The Three Critical Moments
The gap does not close gradually. It does not ease shut across a dozen small interactions,

accumulating warmth until something tips. It closes, or fails to close, at specific moments. Three of

them, in particular, carry almost all the weight. Each one is a hinge: the experience swings one way or

the other depending on what the client finds when they get there. Design the hinges well and the

whole arc holds. Miss them, and no amount of refinement elsewhere will compensate.

They also build on each other. The first must work before the second can land. The second must land

before the third becomes possible. This is not a parallel set of opportunities. It is a sequence, and

sequence matters.

Moment 1: The First Recognition

The moment a returning client opens the app and is treated as a stranger is not a small

inconvenience. It is a statement. It tells them, without intending to, that the relationship they thought

they had does not quite exist in the way they believed. Helen's moment at the Mayfair front desk put

this plainly. She was standing close enough to Sophie to show her the screen. The app asked

whether she was a new client. She laughed, but the thing she said stayed: "It's like you've got a twin

who's never met me." She meant it kindly. That was what made it cut so cleanly.

The first recognition is the moment the app shows it already knows who it is talking to, before the

client has done a single thing. Their host's face. Their usual appointment with their usual stylist,

offered as one tap. A suggestion rooted in their own rhythm rather than a menu that begins from

nothing. The emotional effect is disproportionate to what it takes to produce, because the data is

already there. Albemarle holds it. The act of showing it is almost entirely a design decision, not a

technical one. When a returning client sees it, the feeling is not surprise exactly. It is closer to relief.

The half-second before they tap anything is when the app stops feeling like software and starts feeling

like the same house they walk into on Thursday mornings.

For a new client, the equivalent moment is meeting a person before being asked for anything. A short

note from a named host, one easy question about what they are hoping for, and a way to message if

something does not fit the options. No service menu. No login wall. No password before warmth. The

nervousness that a new client carries, the quiet wondering whether they are really the right sort of
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Moment 2: The Note That Arrives That Evening

The experience, as it currently stands, ends on the pavement. A client walks out of the best hour of

their month, full of goodwill, feeling like themselves on a good day, and then nothing. No follow-up, no

reflection of what was discussed in the chair, no thread connecting this visit to the next. The

workshops were unambiguous about where this falls: the drift is the longest valley, and the one that

costs Albemarle most. The glow wears off. The cut grows out. The connection quietly loosens until the

client realises they are overdue and reaches for their phone out of mild guilt rather than anything

warmer.

The second critical moment is the post-visit note. A short personal message from the stylist, arriving

the same evening, that reflects the client's own words back to them. What was done, what they were

going for, the products used. Not a receipt and not a newsletter. Something closer to a note passed

between two people who have spent an hour together and want to make sure the conversation is

properly finished. The emotional function is precise: it transforms a private exchange in the chair into

visible proof that someone was genuinely listening. When a client reads "you wanted something softer

around the face, easy before work" in their own words, rewritten in the stylist's, they feel understood in

a way that no welcome message or loyalty communication can replicate. That feeling is the root of the

deeper trust that Albemarle is trying to build.

This moment also does something structurally important. It places the first entry in the client's

Albemarle story. From that evening onwards, there is a record, and the record belongs to them.

Showing that story from the very first visit, even when it holds only a single entry, plants the idea that

this relationship has a future. It is the first page of something, not a blank profile waiting to be filled.

The next visit begins from a different place because of it. Questions fall away. The stylist already

knows. The host already has the note. The client does not have to start from scratch, and they know

they will not have to, because they have the evidence in their hand.

Moment 3: The First Time They Realise We Will Remember

The first two moments create recognition and warmth. The third creates trust of a different order, the

kind that does not need to be renewed each visit because it has become something the client simply

holds as true. It is the moment they discover that what they shared is still there, used correctly, at the

right time, in the right way.

This moment does not arrive on a schedule. It comes when a client mentions a wedding in June and,

in May, their host gets in touch about a trial. When they once said they hated the clippers near their

ears and nobody reaches for them, without it ever being mentioned again. When they visit the

Edinburgh studio on a family trip and are greeted by name, with their formula already to hand and a

small note from their usual stylist in Mayfair. The consistency is the proof. One lovely gesture can be

luck or effort. The same gesture, unrequested, in a different context, weeks or months later, confirms

that the system is not collecting things. It is using them on the client's behalf.
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What shifts here is the nature of the relationship itself. A client who has experienced this kind of

consistency stops behaving like a customer making repeat purchases and starts behaving like a guest

who has somewhere they belong. They message their host with something small, a last minute blow

dry, a colour they spotted on someone at a dinner, a question they would never have put to a salon

before, because they have learned the asking is welcome. The workshops described this as the pivot:

from working the system to simply leaning into it. It is the point at which Albemarle stops being a

service the client uses and becomes somewhere they are quietly glad to be known.

This moment is also, importantly, the most fragile. The same mechanism that creates it can destroy it.

A suggestion that gets the detail wrong, a mention of something that has changed and was never

updated, a warm question about an event that is now painful, lands with the full weight of what was

promised and breaks it completely. Being remembered badly is worse than not being remembered at

all. The workshops named this as the single biggest risk to the entire journey. The third moment can

only do its work if everything underneath it, the accuracy of the record, the honesty of the notes, the

client's control over what is held and what is not, has been built with the same care. Trust at this depth

is not achieved by the experience. It is earned by the consistency of every small thing that made it

possible.

Emerging Themes
Albemarle's hosts are, by any reasonable measure, exceptional. They remember names, coffee

orders, colour formulas, life events. They greet clients as guests and treat every visit as something

worth preparing for. The warmth that clients experience in the studio is not performed or trained into

being through scripts. It is genuine, and clients feel the difference. The problem is that this warmth

lives entirely in people, and people cannot be in two places at once. The moment a client steps

outside the room where a person is present, the warmth vanishes. Not gradually. Instantly. The

pavement, the confirmation screen, the booking app opened late on a Wednesday evening: none of

these know anything the hosts know, because the system and the people have never been properly

connected. What clients experience is not a brand with a slightly clunky app. It is two entirely separate

versions of the same company, operating in parallel, never quite acknowledging each other's

existence.

This matters emotionally because the contrast is the thing that stings. A client who had never

experienced Albemarle's in-person warmth would rate the app as efficient and slightly impersonal,

which is a mild disappointment. A client who has spent an hour being looked after by Sophie, who

knows that Sophie knows them, who felt genuinely seen in the chair, opens the same app and is

asked to choose from forty services and a grid of faces. The gap between those two experiences is

not a design flaw. It is a broken promise. And a broken promise, particularly from a brand whose entire

offer is built on personal care, lands harder than indifference would. Helen's moment at the Mayfair

front desk was so sharp precisely because she was standing next to Sophie when it happened. Same

building, same client, same minute. Two completely different companies.
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The direction this points toward is clear without being prescriptive. The knowledge that hosts carry

needs to find its way into the product, not as data piped into a dashboard, but as the same kind of

contextual, personal recognition that makes the studio feel different from anywhere else. A system

that shows what it knows, in the voice of someone who cares, begins to close the gap between the

two Albemarles. Until that happens, every digital touchpoint quietly works against everything the

studios have built.

Knowledge does not travel, and clients pay the price each time it stops.

Every part of Albemarle learns something about a client and keeps it to itself. The stylist knows the

formula. The host remembers the wedding. The Edinburgh studio has no idea either of those things

exist. The app has none of it. So every time a client moves from one context to another, they lose a

little of being known, and the experience has to start again from nothing. This is not one problem. It is

the same problem recurring at every seam in the journey: from recommendation to app, from app to

studio, from studio back to app, from one studio to another, from one host to another when a staff

member moves on.

The emotional consequence is cumulative and quiet. No single instance is dramatic enough to push a

client away. What it does instead is hold the relationship at a certain level, preventing it from

deepening into the kind of trust that makes a guest feel they genuinely belong somewhere. A client

can visit Albemarle for years and still feel, each time they pick up their phone, that they are

reintroducing themselves. The effort of being known, which Albemarle's hosts remove so completely

in person, is invisibly placed back onto the client the moment they step outside the room. Over time,

that effort accumulates into a low, dull friction: the sense that for all the warmth in the studio, this is

still a service you use rather than somewhere you belong.

What the solution needs to address is not any individual handover point but the underlying pattern:

knowledge should travel with the client, not stay behind in the room where it was first shared. A record

that moves across studios, persists between visits, and remains accessible to any member of the

team looking after a client is not a technical ambition. The data already exists in fragments across

Albemarle's systems. The opportunity is to give it a home that the client can also see and shape, so

that being known becomes something they are in charge of rather than something done to them in the

background.

Uncertainty arrives at exactly the moments that should feel like relief.

The most anxious points in the current experience are not random. They cluster around moments of

decision and commitment: choosing a service from a menu written in internal language, selecting a

stylist from a grid of faces with no context, reading the cancellation policy in small print at the final

step. These are the moments when a client is trying to move forward, trying to commit, and the app

makes them feel least equipped to do so. The emotional logic is almost the inverse of what it should

be. Commitment should feel like release. Instead it compounds uncertainty with a quiet suggestion

that the client may have chosen wrong, and will not find out until they are already in the chair.
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For new clients this is particularly costly, because they arrive carrying someone else's confidence. A

friend's recommendation is a form of borrowed trust, and it sustains a client through the early

hesitation of opening an unfamiliar app. But borrowed trust is finite. Each screen that fails to answer a

reasonable question draws it down a little. "What is actually included in this?" "What will I pay at the

end?" "How do I know who to pick?" These are not difficult questions. They are the same questions

Albemarle's front desk answers a dozen times a day. The knowledge to answer them already exists. It

has simply never been put in the place where clients are standing when they need it most.

The emotional direction here is not simplification. Removing choices or hiding prices would replace

confusion with a different kind of distrust. What clients need is clarity, delivered in the voice of

someone who understands why they are asking. A plain sentence about what each service actually

involves. An honest price range with a note on what affects it, and the assurance that their stylist will

confirm before anything changes. A short description of each stylist written by someone who knows

them well. These things do not require the app to become simpler. They require it to become more

honest about what it knows, and more willing to share that knowledge in language a client can

actually use. Uncertainty at the point of commitment is not a sign of a complex product. It is a sign that

the product has not yet done its job.

The experience ends exactly where it should continue.

There is a moment, somewhere between the studio door and the pavement, where everything

Albemarle has built stops working. Not because the visit was anything other than exceptional.

Because there is nothing on the other side of it. No note, no thread, no gentle suggestion that the next

visit is worth thinking about. The afterglow, which the workshops described as one of the clearest

peaks in the entire journey, simply runs out. Clients leave feeling wonderful and then hear nothing,

sometimes for weeks, until the roots are showing again and the booking feels reactive rather than

anticipated.

This matters because it is precisely the moment when a client is most open to the relationship

deepening. They have just spent an hour being genuinely looked after. Their goodwill toward

Albemarle is at its highest. They feel known, cared for, at ease. The emotional conditions for building

something more durable than a repeat transaction are all present, and the experience walks away

from them. What replaces that moment is silence, and silence, over enough visits, teaches clients that

the warmth was situational. It lived in the room and did not travel. The relationship they thought was

building turns out to be a series of separate hours with nothing running between them.

The solution is not to pursue clients out the door with messages or promotions. It is to extend the

experience naturally, as a good host would, by making sure the conversation that happened in the

chair does not simply end when the client leaves it. A note that arrives the same evening, personal

and specific, written in the stylist's own voice, keeps the thread alive without requiring anything of the

client. Their Albemarle story, already holding the first entry, gives that thread somewhere to live. And

from that place, the next visit can feel like something already in hand rather than something that has
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to be chased down when the reminder lands. The gap between visits is not dead time. It is where trust

either deepens or quietly dissolves, and right now it is doing the latter.

Root Causes
The gap is not a quality problem. Albemarle's studios are exceptional, its hosts are genuinely skilled at

making people feel known, and the work itself is as good as anything in London. What the workshops

surfaced, consistently and without ambiguity, is that the gap is structural. It lives in how the experience

is delivered, not in what is being delivered.

1. The product and the people have never been connected.

The app was built as a booking tool and the studio was built as a hospitality environment, and the two

have never been asked to speak to each other. Hosts carry knowledge that the system does not hold.

The system holds data that hosts cannot see in the moment it would be most useful. The result is that

every client, however long they have been with Albemarle, is effectively introduced to the app from

scratch at every visit. This is not a data problem. The information exists. It is an architecture problem:

nobody ever designed a way for what the people know to reach the product, or for what the product

captures to reach the people.

2. Knowledge belongs to rooms, not to the relationship.

What a client shares in the Mayfair chair stays in the Mayfair chair. What a host learns over months of

careful attention belongs to that host's memory, not to any system that travels with the client. The

Edinburgh studio does not know the colour formula. The app does not know about the wedding. If the

host moves on, the history goes with them. At every seam in the journey, from one studio to another,

from one visit to the next, from studio to app and back again, the client loses a little of being known

and the experience resets. The warmth is real. It simply does not have anywhere to live that persists

beyond the room where it was first created.

3. The experience ends where it should deepen.

There is no designed handover between the visit and what comes after it. A client leaves at the peak

of their goodwill toward Albemarle, feeling known and looked after, and the experience stops. No note,

no thread, nothing to carry the warmth forward into the days between visits. This is not an absence of

effort. It is an absence of structure: nobody owns the space between the studio door and the next

booking, so nothing happens there. The drift that follows is not inevitable. It is the predictable

consequence of a journey that was designed to end at checkout rather than to continue.

4. Uncertainty is built into the commitment moment.

The points in the current experience that should feel like resolution, choosing a service, confirming a

booking, waiting for a visit, are the points where anxiety is highest. Services are named in internal

language with no plain description. Prices appear as "from" figures with no explanation of what moves

them. The cancellation policy arrives in small type at the final step. None of this is intentional. It is the
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accumulated effect of an app that was built from the inside out, written by people who already knew

the answers, and never tested by someone standing at the beginning with a genuine question. Clients

arrive hoping to commit and leave less certain than when they started.

Each of these failures is solvable, and none of them requires the business to become something it is

not. They are design problems with design solutions, and together they form the brief for the work that

follows.


