
including the corners. Grid layouts are easy 

for customers to navigate and for store 

owners to categorise. Plus they offer plenty 

wall exposure for promotional items and 

seasonal products.

Since grid layouts are used in most 

grocery, big box, and convenience stores, 

they create a familiar feel to customers. 

However, due to this familiarity, they tend 

to impart a grab-and-go experience. A 

grid layout can be a good choice for small 

retailers who shelf-stock inventory in 

quantity, like toys, books and magazines, 

specialty foods, kitchenware, and home 

goods, but is not ideal for retailers who 

want to create an upscale, branded 

environment that invites relaxed browsing.

Loop floor plan

A loop floor plan, sometimes called a 

racetrack layout, creates a guided shopping 

Before we dive into the details of a good 

store layout, you should consider how to 

track sales, inventory, and the effectiveness 

of your displays and marketing. A retail 

point-of-sale (POS) can provide you with 

these valuable insights and kick your sales 

into overdrive. 

Step 1: 

Decide on a retail store 
floor plan
Large or small, most retail stores use one 

of three basic types of retail store layouts. 

Here is a quick look at each. 

Grid floor plan
A grid floor plan, also called a straight 

layout, is a very efficient use of both 

floor and wall space. With fixtures and 

displays running parallel to walls, a grid 

floor plan maximises available floor space, 

experience. It features a defined pathway 

throughout the store that exposes 

customers to every item on display. 

In a loop floor plan, the perimeter walls 

are highly visible and can feature all types 

of wall and shelving displays. A loop floor 

plan provides a great base for combining 

layouts, too. With a loop plan, the central 

part of the store can be set up in a grid or 

free-flow layout or even a mix of the two.

However you design it, a loop floor plan 

surrounds customers with product displays 

on outer walls and allows for all types of 

creative display variations in the center of 

the store. A loop floor plan works well for 

most types of small retail stores.

Freeflow floor plan

A freeflow retail store layout allows 

maximum creativity and is easily changed 

and updated. Browsing is king and fixtures 
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Planning your store layout
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Or if your sales floor isn’t a standard 

shape, you might create a loop or grid in 

one section, and use a free-flow layout in 

another.

Once you have an idea of how to best 

use your space, it’s time to explore how to 

move customers throughout your store. 

Step 3: 

Consider traffic 
flow and customer 
behaviour
Whichever store layout you choose, you 

need to arrange your store’s pathways, 

aisles, and display fixtures with traffic flow 

in mind. To do this, you must understand 

three key customer behaviours:

1. Customers need transition space as 

they enter a store. This is what experts call 

the decompression zone. It’s tempting to 

place new products, hot items and sale 

signage front-and-center so they’re the 

first things customers see upon entering. 

But don’t do this! The first few feet inside 

the door is known as the decompression 

zone. Store design experts strongly advise 

against cluttering up this space.

and displays are placed at angles to 

encourage shoppers to slow down and 

explore highlighted product groupings at 

every turn.

A free-flow store layout creates open 

sight lines throughout the store, so 

specialty displays and power walls are 

highly visible. This makes it easy to funnel 

customers toward specific merchandise 

zones using eye-catching accent colors and 

product groupings.

It works well for stores with smaller 

inventories since it is designed to highlight 

product groupings rather than store goods 

in quantity.

Step 2: 

Put your floor plan  
on paper
If you have not settled on your store 

layout, or even if you have, the first thing 

you need to do is work your plan out on 

paper. But remember that for many small 

retailers a mix of floor plans and layout 

styles works best.

For example, you might start with a loop, 

then combine grid-style shelving aisles and 

free-flow displays in the center section. 

A clutter-free entry is welcoming to 

customers:

The decompression zone is where your 

customer makes a mental shift from the 

outside world to your store environment. 

Upon entry, they take stock of your store, 

develop an opinion of your brand and even 

make subconscious judgments about the 

prices they expect to find.

However, the area just beyond the 

decompression zone is some of your most 

valuable promotional space, which experts 

often call your waterfront property. We 

detail ways you can maximize this valuable 

space below.

2. Customers browse and shop the way 

they drive. In the US, that means customers 

usually turn to the right when they enter a 

store. Customer behavior studies show that 

nearly 90 percent of shoppers naturally 

drift to the right upon entering a store. 

Likewise, in countries like England where 

they drive on the left, customers steer left 

upon entering a store.

3. Customers need personal space when 

shopping. They don’t like to be crowded, 

jostled, or so close that their bottoms brush 

when passing. The size and placement of 

store design



install fixtures, then fill them with product. 

Far too often, the fixtures chosen aren’t 

ideal for displaying a range of products in 

a particular space. Or worse, they don’t 

offer the flexibility needed to be easily and 

quickly refreshed to feature an array of 

promotional and seasonal products.

So before you start to consider fixtures 

and displays, think about the product 

positioning throughout your store. Where 

are your evergreen, seasonal, limited 

availability, and sale products going to be 

featured on an ongoing basis? This process 

is called product mapping.

Combining customer behaviour data 

with experience and intuition, retail store 

aisles and pathways dictate the flow of 

customer traffic throughout your store. 

Aisles must be wide enough to invite 

customers to browse, not bump into other 

shoppers, and – most importantly – pick up 

and carry items for purchase.

Step 4: 

Position products for 
maximum exposure
According to store design experts, this 

is the part of the process where store 

owners tend to put the cart before the 

horse. Once the floor plan is sketched out, 

store owners are quick to purchase and 

owners can develop great merchandising 

strategies by keeping three product 

mapping points in mind:

1. Use zone design & 
merchandising strategies
Zone merchandise best-sellers  
at the back of your store
Whether it’s underwear in an apparel 

store or milk in a grocery store, the items 

customers need most usually are found 

near the back. Think about this next time 

you’re in a grocery store. As you walk to the 

back of the store to get milk, you funnel 

past coffee, cereal, and toilet paper. And the 

milk is right by the eggs and cheese. This is 
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primary and secondary zone merchandising 

in action, and the reason people shopping 

for one item often leave with three or 

more.

What are your go-to products?
Do you carry items that bring your 

customers back time and time again? 

Consider placing these primary and similar 

secondary product lines toward the back of 

your store. Or, if your stock is constantly 

changing and you don’t carry replenishing 

goods, place your sale items toward the 

back. That way, customers must pass your 

new items and promotional displays on 

their way to check out the deals in back.

Zone merchandise low-cost impulse 
buys at your checkout
Impulse items like small toys, candy 

bars, lip gloss, and breath mints are great 

products to feature near your register. 

When customers approach the register 

to pay and leave, you don’t want them to 

stop shopping. Placing low-cost impulse 

buy items near registers, as shown below, 

encourages shoppers to add an item or two 

as they check out.

2. Highlight power walls with 
flexible display options
Power walls are areas of your store where 

most customers naturally focus on and 

move toward upon entering. Following 

customer behaviour patterns, power walls 

are usually on the right side of the store, 

just beyond your store’s entrance, in what 

experts call your waterfront property.

Power walls are your go-to spot for hot 

finds, new items, and seasonal features 

that attract instant attention and pull 

customers through the entry area into your 

store. These areas are likely going to change 

frequently and you need to plan for it. 

Outfit these spaces with versatile displays 

that can be easily changed to showcase 

various product groupings.
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consider your store fixtures and displays. 

Fixtures are permanent – fixed – parts of 

your store such as lighting, counters, fixed 

shelving units, and dressing rooms. Displays 

hold product and tend to be movable, 

versatile, and customizable, like modular 

units, gondolas, tables, slat wall and 

clothing racks.

Let’s explore the three top things to 

consider when choosing store fixtures and 

display units:

1. Store fixtures and displays 
should define your brand
Your store’s walls, floors, fixtures, and 

display units should create a coordinated 

backdrop that defines your brand, but lets 

your products pop.

So keep this in mind when choosing 

fixtures and display units. The ultimate 

purpose of fixtures and display units is to 

put your products front-and-center. But at 

the same time, the overall look, styling, and 

finish is your biggest branding opportunity. 

Choose cohesive fixtures and display 

pieces that coordinate with your product 

collections but don’t overpower them, like 

the successful looks below:

2. Design product displays to 
handle your products
Display units must also be able to handle 

products’ weight and size. For example, 

Power wall space is not limited to the 

front of your store. Any place in your store 

layout that naturally draws traffic can be a 

power wall. And a power wall isn’t limited 

to wall displays, either. Tables, specialty 

display units, aisle endcaps, or even 

prominent spots near your register can be 

promotional power walls.

3. Slow customers down with 
speed bumps and merchandise 
outposts
Along with power walls, you will want 

to include a few speed bumps and 

merchandise outposts to slow customers 

down as they move through your store.

Smaller speed bump displays and larger 

merchandise outposts placed along your 

store’s main traffic flow let you draw 

customer interest to certain products. 

Speed bumps let you feature new finds 

and hot sellers in eye-catching ways. Larger 

outposts are great for special price stock 

or product groupings such as seasonal 

features and branded collections.

Step 5: 

Place fixtures  
& displays in your 
store layout
Once you have an idea of your store layout 

and a product mapping plan, it is time to 

glass shelving is not ideal for power 

tools, and expanded metal racks aren’t 

complementary to jewelry displays.

Store design experts advise small 

retailers to keep versatility in mind when 

choosing product displays. Your stock will 

likely change over the years. If you install 

permanent, unmovable displays, you likely 

will regret it later. 

3. Aisle & personal space 
matters!
Studies have proven, time and time again, 

that customers do not like to be jostled 

when shopping. Allow generous pathways 

between fixtures, so customers can move 

freely, examine products, and carry items 

to your registers. This will keep customers 

happily browsing in your store.

Step 6: 

Position your store 
checkout area
According to retail expert DeAnna Radaj, 

store checkout and register placement is 

one of the biggest mistakes she sees in 

retail store floor plans.

DeAnna says that in general, the front 

left of a retail store is a good location for 

the checkout counter. Shoppers naturally 

drift to the right when they enter a store 

and tend to loop around the store, leaving 
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on the left side. So, a checkout at the front 

left of your store puts it your customers’ 

natural exit path. Plus, it doesn’t distract 

them from shopping as they make their 

way around the store.

She states that many retailers mistakenly 

place their counter toward the front, on 

the right side of the store. But this takes up 

prime product promotion real estate. It’s 

better to use this waterfront property for a 

product display power wall, and place the 

checkout area on the less-trafficked left side.

Some experts recommend a checkout 

location at the rear of the store. But 

that’s not practical for small retailers with 

limited staff since it can leave the front of 

the store unattended. For small retailers, 

experts tend to agree that a checkout 

should be toward the front of the store, to 

the left of the entry.

Once you’ve decided where to place 

your store’s checkout, you’ll need to decide 

what type of checkout you need. A sleek, 

easy-to-use POS system like Lightspeed 

lets you easily accept credit card payments, 

minimizes counter space, and adds a touch 

of modern professionalism to your store. 

Step 7: 

Create comfort zones 
& other amenities
Your retail floor plan is more than displays, 

checkout counters, speed bumps, and 

waterfront property. It is about welcoming 

your customers in, making them feel at 

home, and providing an experience that 

makes them want to return.

Thoughtful amenities make the shopping 

experience memorable for customers. 

A good idea is to provide some type of 

seating for both customers and anyone 

who is accompanying them. Shoppers 

do get tired and so do their friends and 

relatives who are along for the ride. Why 

not offer them a chair?

Step 8: 

Set up a workable 
stockroom
Your store’s selling floor is of utmost 

importance, but your backroom stock and 

office areas deserve attention, too. Their 

arrangement can help or hinder your day-

to-day efficiency. 

Here are a few things to consider 

when planning a back room that’s useful, 

productive, and safe for both you and your 

staff.

Overstock and other storage 
options
Most small retail stores keep little 

overstock in the back room, but you should 

allow for at least some backroom stock and 

supplies storage space in your store layout. 

After all, you never know when you’ll get a 

great bulk-buy deal from a product vendor 

or receive an overrun of shopping bags.

Typically, a few sections of light industrial 

shelving can accommodate most overstock 

and supply storage needs. For apparel 

overstock, a double-tier clothing rod works 

well to double up space and keep clothing 

wrinkle-free. In both cases, a sturdy ladder 

with a standing platform is good to have 

on hand for safe access to upper storage 

areas.

Shipping and receiving areas
One thing you must try to accommodate 

in your store’s backroom is inbound stock 
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boxes, tape, and other packing materials 

underneath to make shipping online orders 

quick and easy.

Office workspace options
Nowadays, laptops and compact POS 

systems make large desks laden with 

computer equipment obsolete. In most 

cases, a compact desk area fills the need 

while leaving limited backroom space 

open for storage, shipping, and receiving. 

Two small file cabinets topped with an 

inexpensive desktop works well for this. 

shipments. The last place you want to 

stack a bunch of shipping boxes is your 

sales floor. Backroom space dedicated to 

stacking, unpacking, and sorting inbound 

stock shipments is handy, plus it keeps the 

mess off of your sales floor and away from 

customers.

This space can do double-duty as a 

packing and shipping area, too. If you’re 

planning to sell online through your own 

ecommerce website or on Amazon, Etsy, or 

Ebay, you’ll appreciate this area. Outfit it 

with a small utility table and store shipping 

Or in tight quarters, a compact bar-height 

table and stool beside a tall file cabinet 

topped with a printer can provide all the 

workspace needed.

By Krista Fabregas, www.fitsmallbusiness.com
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Samosas, sushi, sandwiches, salads, 

soups – that kind of selection sounds 

like a trip through a burgeoning 

restaurant district, but really it’s just 

a trip through the prepared food 

section at 365 by Whole Foods. Such 

diverse offerings coupled with in-store 

seating have become so common 

the phenomenon has earned its own 

portmanteau—“grocerant”— to 

describe the line-blurring, potentially 

industry-shifting market.

The grocerant has proven worrisome for 

restaurants whose sales continue to slip, 

but an absolute boom for grocers. In-store 

dining and prepared food sales have grown 

30% since 2008, and today accounts for 

around $19,5 billion each year. 

According to Forbes, 365 by Whole 

Foods—a nascent store but already an 

established grocerant heavyweight – stands 

to capture between 20% and 30% of 

restaurants’ market share over the next 

several years.

As Phil Lempert of supermarketguru.com 

observed, “The supermarket [is] trying to 

recapture consumers by being all things 

food, looking holistically at food.”
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Raising the 
(salad) bar
It is not just Whole 

Foods and their 365 

stores getting in on 

the bonanza, though 

they certainly have 

lead the way, even 

installing a craft beer and wine bar in many of their flagship 

locations. But their main emphasis has been diverse offerings 

running the gambit of ethnic and regional cuisines. And while there 

are comfort foods to be found for sure (mac ’n cheese, pizza) they 

are outnumbered by healthy, often organic, items replete with 

vegetarian, vegan, and gluten-free options.

And from upscale stores like New York’s Eataly to Texas 

more humble favorite H-E-B, everybody is jumping in the race, 

repurposing space within their stores to accommodate the shift in 

consumer preference. This means expanding the perimeter of the 

store to include hot and cold salad bars and encroaching on center-

aisle real estate.

It also means broadening and diversifying your offerings. 

Kroger recently invested in Lucky’s grocery store and framed the 

announcement in grocerant terms, emphasizing Lucky’s “culinary 

department that showcases amazing, restaurant-quality prepared 

foods”. The grocery giant clearly intends to expand its prepared 

food options and is relying on strategic partnerships to develop 

them and to roll them out.

And even stores that don’t technically qualify as grocerants 

because they lack in-store seating (think: Trader Joe’s) still get 

crowded at lunch time as students and local employees peruse 

their prepared food perimeter.

“Give the millennials what they want”
As with most industry-shaping trends these days, millennials seem 

to be leading the way. We see two trends at work.

1. A value-conscious food culture has developed among the 

generation, affectionately called “foodies.” Millennials, Lempert 

notes, “are very passionate about food, and because of poor-paying 

jobs and living at home and so on, they were able to gravitate 

towards food as an affordable, fun way to develop community.” 

Indeed, the economic crises that framed the generation’s entrance 

into the job and housing market have consequently lowered their 

food budget, leading them to shun traditional dining options, but 

to also build community around one of life’s necessities: everybody 

has to eat.

2. Convenience and health are top priorities among millennials 

who have grown accustomed to on-demand consumer culture. 

With restaurants proving too pricey and fast food too unhealthy 

millennial shoppers have turned to grocery stores. “If I had the 

time to actually cook, I’d just get groceries,” offered Patrick Wong, 

a 27-year-old professional who often turns to the prepared foods 

section. “It’s a combination of laziness and convenience.”

As David Portalatin of the NPD Group promised “Give the 

millennials what they want—fresh, healthier fare and a decent 

price—and they will come.” 

Nick Bravo, trustedinsight.trendsource.com.
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