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There’s an old sports adage that 
says, “give ‘em a show, give ‘em a 
spectacle.” This couldn’t be truer in retail today. 
With technology allowing consumers to shop whenever 
and wherever they like, how do retailers get customers 
to get off their mobile phones and laptops and into the 
physical bricks-and-mortar store? 

one way is to give customers a memorable, one-of-
a-kind experience that resonates with them on a deep 
emotional level each time they enter the store. 

This Retailer’s Guide provides a simple set of guide-
lines for evaluating a store’s customer experience.

the experience audit
Creating dynamic retail experiences begins with tak-

ing a step back and looking at the store with fresh eyes 
to re-think and re-imagine what’s possible. Here is a four-
step audit to help you see your store’s experience as your 
customers see it. 

1. Conduct a retail top-to-top
Start with the basics. Do a walk-through and look at 

the store through the eyes of the customer. Map out the 
customer experience and chart their journey at every 
touch-point. Try to “see the familiar in un-familiar ways” 
and consider how the brand comes to life through:
•	 The	overall	look	and	feel	of	the	store	exterior: What 

is the store’s curb appeal? Snappy and new or old 
and country kitsch?

•	 The	exterior	signage	and	window	displays: Do these 
inspire and invite?

•	 The	way	the	store	greets	the	customers: Does the 
customer feel welcome? 

•	 The	ease	of	navigating	the	aisles: How easily can 
customers find what they are looking for? How help-
ful are staff members?

•	 The	communication	strategies:	What do the in-store 
signs look like? How does the store communicate the 
brand attitude? 

•	 The	newness	of	the	products	and	services: Are new 
products and services easy to find?

•	 The	checkout	experience:	What happens at the 
checkout? 

After conducting a walk-through, ask: What are the 

gaps? What did I notice that I never saw before? What 
can I change immediately? What’s great, setting my store 
apart from my competitors?

2. Watch your customers
After you tour the store, watch your customers tour 

the store.
Watching how your customers shop—how they move 

through the store—can give retailers insight into how 
to deliver a better retail experience. From the moment 
customers enter the store to the time they leave the store, 
study how they experience your store.
• What inhibits customers from making a purchase? Is 

it a “wow” or an “ow” that kills the sale?
• What do customers overlook?
• How do customers interact with employees? 
• What barriers prevent exceptional customer service?
• How long do customers stay in the store?
• Identify three insights: 1) What’s working? 2) What 

gaps exist? 3) What do I need to do differently?

3. Go beyond the transaction
What if retailers stopped thinking of themselves as 

merchants and started to think of themselves as content 
curators? They’d probably augment their core offerings 
to offer relevant brands and services targeted to their 
customers.

The store isn’t just a place to shop—it’s a place to visit. 
And, the store isn’t a container for products—it’s a show-
case for the art and craft of the products on sale. 

Think of your retail space as something more than just 
a store. Identify how your store: 
• Helps customers discover something new about 

themselves and the products you sell
• Inspires customers to take a moment to delight in 

your product offerings
• Encourages customers to connect with their com-

munity and culture

Bookstores do this well. They go beyond the books 
they sell to create an environment where customers can 
talk about literature, books, and writing. look at your 
sphere of retailing—you know the products you’re selling, 
but what’s the lifestyle you’re selling?
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Ask yourself: What more can I do 
to distinguish my store as a destina-
tion for community and excitement? 
How can technology keep custom-
ers connected to the activities of my 
store—and the products I sell? 

4. What stories are you 
telling?

Humans love a good story—it’s built 
into our DnA. look at the story your 
store tells and ask - is this the story I 
want to present to my customers? 

For example, a women’s cloth-
ing store that focuses on low prices 
and cheap-chic designs may say, 
“We’re the place where young new 
professionals come to get dressed. 
They may not have a lot of money 
to spend, but we have a lot of style 
they can afford.” That’s a good story. 
Much better than: “We set our prices 
low because we can’t compete on any 
other level.”

Remember: your store will tell 
some kind of story. The question is 
whether you’re telling the kind of 
story you want people to hear. 

Consider:
• How your merchandise is dis-

played? Is it hello! or ho-hum? 
• How might a guest-curator help 

you show up in new and excit-
ing ways? Ask a staff member or 
even one of your best customers 
what kind of story they think the 
store should tell.

• What complementary services 
would enhance your customer’s 
experience?

go ahead. Try something new, even 
if it’s just one thing, a new product 
display or new staff ipads. Take your 
retail experience somewhere new. 

Freakish personalities
At Freak lunch-

box, a candy store in 
Halifax, associates 
work hard to make 
the store feel young, 
vibrant, and as 
sweet as the candy 
they sell. 

“We’re a candy 
store,” says Kim 
Aucoin, Store 
Manager. “We try 
to maintain a fun 
environment. We try 
to make the store as 
positive an environment as it can be.”

one way Freak lunchbox creates this warm, accommodating 
atmosphere is by hiring people whose personalities fit the outgoing 
persona of the store. The store sells gobstoppers, licorice, candy 
floss, and novelties as strange as bacon-flavoured bubble gum, 
bacon-flavoured breath mints, and tiny underpants suitable for 
squirrels. Associates need to know how to laugh, how to joke, and 
how to talk to customers as people. 

Vibrant, colourful customer associates are part of the customer 
experience—as much a part of the customer experience as the hand-
painted signs and candy-coloured scheme decorating the walls. 

“The colour palette of the store is all over the place. Your eyes 
bulge out of your head,” says Aucoin. 

“We try to be as friendly as we can be.” 
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Dynamic Retail Experiences 
what matters most now
Successful retailers  
reinvent their physical 
spaces. Heightened product 
engagement and educational op-
portunities, more intimate customer 
service moments, ever changing, 
theatrical merchandising displays 
geared to engage, inspire and 
delight customers—these are what 
deepen customer relationships, build 
loyalty and drive sales.

In fact, storeowners are expanding 
the very definition of retail to 
include creating connections with 
customers and the communities in 
which they live. 

The key drivers to consider when 
creating dynamic retail experiences in-
clude creating more reasons for custom-
ers to visit the store, a brilliant narrative, 
and a savvy sense of technology.

Create more reasons to 
visit more often

More and more retailers are re-
imagining and reinventing the poten-
tial of their real estate to give people 
more reasons to visit more often. 

What if every store visit was an 
opportunity for a customer to learn 
something new or discover a new 
product? 

Take a cue from some of the big 
players. Apple creates an immersive 
brand experience by focusing on 
discovery and product education.  
At IKEA it’s all about inspiration and 
fresh ideas every time a customer 

comes to the store. And now Disney 
is reinventing their stores as pure 
entertainment hubs where interactive 
play is encouraged above all else. 
Children and parents alike will un-
doubtedly go more often, stay longer 
and become immersed in the Disney 
brand and its branded content.

Tell a brilliant narrative 
in a theatrical context

Successful retailers are masterful 
storytellers. And they create theat-
rical experiences to bring their brand 
story to life beginning at the moment 
a customer walks through the door. 
Flexible, frequently changing visual 
displays create interest, and keep the 
brand stories vivid, fresh and current. 
Think set-design and staging. 

Heighten customer ser-
vice through technology 

Technologies like hand-held 
devices continue to change the way 
retailers provide customer service 
in-store. And, although some may not 
yet be in the position to implement 
this kind of technology, the benefits 
are numerous. Hand-held devices 
eliminate the need for cash desks 
and checkout lines and create far 
more intimate shopping experiences. 
They also make it easier than ever for 
associates to personalize the service 
experience for customers by access-
ing customer purchase histories and 
buying preferences.

Speaking to equals
Customers today know more 

about the marketplace than at 
any point in history. Custom-
ers carry information portals 
in their pockets—their smart-
phones—and so they’re becom-
ing accustomed to getting the 
information they need when-
ever they want it. 

Today, retail sales associates 
are speaking to equals when 
they discuss product know-
ledge with customers. Edu-
cated associates are the key 
to a pleasing customer experi-
ence, says Kaylee Hopkins, an 
associate at Radical Edge, an 
outdoor and sporting goods 
store in Fredericton. 

Radical Edge offers regular 
product training to keep associ-
ates on-the-level with customers. 

“Customers come back be-
cause of our customer service,” 
says Hopkins. “We really push 
customer service.”

“We’re our own kind of store 
and we value customers,” she 
says. And this means staying 
smart about what’s selling. 


