
Visual Merchandising: Store Layout

HAVE YOU EVER walked into a store

and been able to find products

easily? Or have you walked into a store

and felt frustrated? It is very possible

that your experience was influenced by

the store layout. The store layout is

created by arranging the store fixtures in

a specific way to lead you in a certain

direction within the store. Different types

of store layouts work better in different

types of stores and for different target

audiences. In this lesson you will learn

about the factors that influence store

layouts and the different types of layouts.

Objective:

� Describe store layouts, and analyze common store layouts.

Key Terms:

�

Store Layouts

DESCRIBE STORE LAYOUTS

Retail businesses use visual merchandising to attract customer into their business and

prompt them to make purchases. A retail business is a company that sells products directly

to consumers. A consumer is a person who makes purchases. Visual merchandising is
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store layouts and product placement displays used to entice customers to purchase products. A

store layout is the floorplan of the store. A product placement display is a map of prod-

uct placement within a store layout. Many retailers use a planogram. A planogram is a

detailed visual of a store layout and product placement. Businesses will use planograms to

communicate to employees where product would be placed on the sales floor. The detailed

plan can also be used to collect data on customer habits and purchase preferences. When creat-

ing a store layout, there are several factors to consider. These factors include target audience,

decompression zone, flow of customer traffic, the “butt-brush” effect, and employee and

check-out locations.

Knowing the Target Audience

Knowing the target audience will help you decide which layout will fit your business and

clientele the best. A target audience is the intended demographic for which a promotion is

directed. A demographic is a specific group within a population. A promotion is furthering

support to add value to a product or service. Clientele are customers.

Decompression Zone

The decompression zone is the space from the entrance to 15 feet inside the store. Cus-

tomers use this space to adjust to being in the store. This space should be relatively free of

merchandise so as to not over-

whelm the customer. Since the

customer uses this space to

acclimate, they will not pay

attention to products or signage.

Flow of Customer Traffic

Studies done to track cus-

tomer traffic patterns showed

that the overwhelming majority

of consumers turned right upon

entering a store. However there

also have been studies that show

this is linked to what side of the

road people drive on. And other

studies that show there really is

no way of telling which way you

will turn upon entering a store (Shopworks, 2019). Whichever flow of customer traffic a store

chooses to believe, they will want to maximize this tendency by creating store layouts that

place prominent products in this area.
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FIGURE 1. Factors to consider when choosing a store layout include target

audience, decompression zone, flow of customer traffic, the “butt-brush”

effect, and employee and check-out locations.



“Butt-Brush Effect”

Paco Underhill, coined the term while studying the behaviors of consumers. The “butt-

brush effect” is the tendency of a customer to disengage from shopping if there are too

many people in the space they are in. Creating wider isles can help eliminate this issue.

Employee and Check-Out Locations

The location of employees within the store layout is important. Too few or ineffectively

placed employees can lead to shoppers abandoning products without purchasing. Customers

want to feel that employees are attentive without being overbearing. Likewise if a customer

cannot find a check-out station or the line is too long, they may also decide not to purchase

products. Considering both of these factors when planning a store layout will help to

maximize sales.

ANALYZE COMMON STORE LAYOUTS

The most common store lay-

outs are grid, loop/racetrack,

forced path, and free flow. Each

type of store layout has advantages

and disadvantages. Businesses

should consider all factors when

choosing a store layout. Busi-

nesses should also track customer

traffic and purchasing habits to

determine if the current layout is

successful. If it is not, a change

may be needed.

Grid Store Layout

The most widely used layout, a

grid store layout utilizes long

rows of display shelving with an abundance of products. This type of layout is used most often

in grocery stores, drug stores and large multi-product stores such as Target. The advantages of

grid store layouts are optimal use of space for products and easy and quickness of the customer

shopping experiences. The biggest disadvantages of this type of layout are that it is mundane

and hard for customers to see much beyond the isle they are in resulting in lack of

engagement.
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FIGURE 2. Businesses should track customer traffic and purchasing habits to

determine if the current layout is successful.



Loop/Racetrack Store Layout

A loop/racetrack store layout is laid out just like it sounds in a loop. The store fixtures in the

store are arranged to form a path for customers in the shape of a circle; coming in through the

entrance, circling through the store, checking out and exiting through the same door they

came in. A store fixture is a piece of furniture, shelving, or equipment used to display prod-

ucts in a business. This type of layout is best suited for business who want to encourage cus-

tomers to go in a certain direction and where customers enjoy browsing products. The biggest

drawback of a loop layout is customers who are irritated with having to go through the entire

loop to check out.

Forced Path Store Layout

A forced path store layout takes customers on a tour of the entire store by directing traffic

with the placement of fixtures. The most well-known retail store with a forced path is IKEA.

Similar to the drawback of a loop layout in that customers can become irritated, the forced

path store layout is even more unyielding. This layout works well when businesses want show-

case all of their products. It also can be used in stores that carry products in which customers

tend to spend more time making purchasing decisions.

Free Flow Store Layout

A free flow store layout is the opposite of a forced path layout. In this type of floorplan, fix-

tures are arranged to showcase products, but do not lead customers in any direction. Although

this type of layout is easy to design, it can cause customers to become confused and miss prod-

ucts when moving through the store. Free flow layouts work best in small stores.

Summary:

� In this E-unit you learned about store layouts in visual merchandising. Now that
you know about the different store layouts, you will be able to determine the type
when you are in a store. You now understand the different factors that should be
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FURTHER EXPLORATION…
ONLINE CONNECTION: Beyond Bricks and Mortar:

The Psychology of Retail Store Design

To go beyond store layouts, a business must think about the entrance to the store. How will

they attract would-be customers to come into the store? And to further your knowledge in differ-

ent types of store layouts, the video gives an example of a pinball type store layout in a

Northface store. To learn more, access the video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L_wZ-

8CTDHM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L_wZ-8CTDHM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L_wZ-8CTDHM


considered when a business chooses a store layout for their store. When you walk
into a store you will have a better understanding of why you enjoy the layout or
find it frustration.

Checking Your Knowledge:

� 1. What is visual merchandising?

2. What is a planogram?

3. Why is it important to know your target audience when deciding which store
layout to use?

4. What is another name of a loop layout?

5. What is the best store layout for a small store?

Expanding Your Knowledge:

� In this lesson you learned about store layouts in brick and mortar stores. Is the way
a person navigates (walks) through an online store similar or different than a physi-
cal store? Do you think the same ideas for store layouts could be applied to online
stores?

Web Links:

� Planograms: What They are and How They’re Used in
Visual Merchandising

https://www.shopify.com/retail/planogram-visual-merchandising

The Essential Guide to Retail Store Layouts that Shape the Customer
Experience

https://www.smartsheet.com/store-layout

The Ultimate Guide to Retail Store Layouts

https://www.shopify.com/retail/the-ultimate-guide-to-retail-store-layouts
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https://www.shopify.com/retail/planogram-visual-merchandising
https://www.smartsheet.com/store-layout
https://www.shopify.com/retail/the-ultimate-guide-to-retail-store-layouts

