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Praise from First Edition of 
Inside the Mind of the Shopper

“Read it, do it, and you will sell more!”

— Hermann W. Braun, Director of Category Management and 
Shopper Marketing, Ferrero Germany

“Th is is a unique book that examines and explains the need for the 
 measurement of actual shopper behavior in retail environments. Based 
on real shopper studies, this takes analysis beyond POS data. Herb 
 Sorensen pays particular attention to precise measurement of nonintui-
tive aspects of shopper interaction with the shelf.”

— Franz A. Dill, Former Manager and Founder of 
Procter & Gamble’s Retail Innovation Center

“Herb Sorensen’s ideas and observations about in-store shopper  behavior 
have been instrumental in shaping my recent research. He has an 
 uncanny ability to see beyond surface details and detect meaningful 
 patterns of genuine interest to front-line managers and senior  executives. 
It’s great that so much of his wisdom—and that of other researchers he 
has infl uenced—is collected together here.”

— Peter Fader, Professor of Marketing, Th e Wharton School 
of the University of Pennsylvania

“Every year retailers disrupt their customers by spending time, money, 
and resources remodeling stores. Before remodeling one more store, 
read what Herb Sorensen has learned about how customers shop and 
how you can use it to improve your customer’s shopping performance 
and your earnings.

One hundred years ago retailers ran their stores by watching their 
 customers closely. Somewhere during the last hundred years, spread sheets, 
slotting allowances, and quarterly performance replaced the  basic princi-
ples of the business. Sorensen’s book puts you back on the fl oor of the store 
and allows you to see how the customer sees your store. What Sorensen 
shows you will make your stores better and more  effi  cient for the customer 
and will maximize the money you are  investing in design and remodels.”

— Norm Myhr, Group Vice President 
Sales Promotion and Marketing, Fred Meyer
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“Th is book is priceless for anyone in retailing. It is based on 40 years of 
retail experience, and Herb Sorensen opens the doors to a new world. 
He serves us with masses of empirical data and examples, but also with 
new metrics and a new theory of shopper behavior. I am certain that 
he will challenge most retailers as well as researchers and force them to 
check if what he states can really be so. He challenged me, I had to check, 
and he was right!”

— Jens Nordfaült, Assistant Professor, Stockholm School of 
Economics; Dean, Nordic School of Retail Management; CEO, 
Hakon Swenson Research Foundation

“Inside the Mind of the Shopper is the preeminent handbook for any 
marketer or retailer seeking to understand why people do what they 
do when they shop. Armed with the knowledge in this book, marketers 
and retailers can work together to predict how shoppers will respond 
(or not!) to package and label design, selling messages, shelf plans, and 
the entire retail space.”

— Matt Ohligschlager, Senior Manager, Consumer and Market 
Knowledge, Procter & Gamble

“A must-read for anyone who is passionate about understanding  shopping.”

—Joe Radabaugh, Director, Shopper Marketing, Nestlé USA

“From his 40 years of observing shoppers, Herb Sorensen has given us 
the gift  of understanding shoppers. Now, we clearly see that the store 
layouts merchants want are not what shoppers want. On the ground, 
managers THINK they know their shoppers, but anyone who follows 
Herb’s handbook on shopper insights will know them a lot better.”

— Joel Rubinson, Chief Research Offi  cer, 
Th e Advertising Research Foundation

“Herb Sorensen is the dean of behaviorally responsive shopper  marketing. 
Crammed with stats and crisp insights, his book guides retail profes-
sionals through the maze of motivations that lead shoppers to locate, 
stop, and buy.”

—James Tenser, Principal, VSN Strategies



Praise for the Second Edition of 
Inside the Mind of the Shopper

“Th e Second Edition of Inside the Mind of the Shopper is a goldmine for 
anyone trying to wrap their heads around the disruptions reshaping  retail 
in the 21st Century. It provides much-needed clarity to a variety of hotly 
contested issues, from a pragmatic approach to ‘moments of truth’ to a 
dispassionate assessment of how physical and digital retailing can co-exist, 
compete, and (most importantly) be managed. But, for me at least, while 
there is much new ground broken here, none is more fertile than Sorensen’s 
notions of shopping as a ‘directional search’ and the idea of the retail area 
as the interface of products’ and shoppers’  competition for space. Th e 
author has given us many things to learn and even more to think about.”

— Ryan Mathews, CEO, Black Monk Consulting; author of Th e Myth 
of Excellence; Th e Deviant’s Advantage; and What’s Your Story?

“Th e author’s new chapters really contribute to making his ideas about 
active retailing even clearer, and making the book more up to date with 
the comparisons between online and offl  ine. Th e book is so refreshing 
due to the author’s unique perspective and approach to retailing. I am 
used to both the practitioner’s ways of reasoning as well as academic 
literature on retailing, but the author’s perspective is distinct. He seems 
to have the mind of both an engineer as well as that of a retailer.”

— Jens Nordfält, Head of Research, Hakon Swenson Research 
Foundation; Assistant Professor, Stockholm School of Economics

“Th e Second Edition of Inside the Mind of the Shopper is version 2.0, not 
1.1. Rarely does an update pave so much new ground that it could be 
considered an entirely new book. In the fi rst edition, the author sum-
marized the wisdom he developed from watching shoppers across close 
to a million shopping trips. In the second edition, the author examines 
today’s most pressing questions for retailers—how to rapidly evolve into 
a hybrid world of bricks, clicks, digital, social, and mobile. Th e second 
edition is an essential read whether or not you’ve read the fi rst edition. 
Most of the information is new and virtually all of it is essential.”

— Neale Martin, CEO, Sublime Marketing; Professor of Innovation, 
Coles College of Management, Kennesaw State University; author 
of Habit: Th e 95% of Behavior Marketers Ignore
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“Herb Sorensen’s seminal fi rst edition of Inside the Mind of the Shopper 
has not only become prescribed reading for our consultants, but it has 
also become the go-to read for many of our clients. Th is is not a cover-
to-cover read but rather a constant companion for any retail or shopper 
marketing practitioner, as it is packed with valuable insights drawn from 
over 40 years of shopper understanding. Th e updated second edition 
takes into account the dramatic changes technology has brought about 
since the launch of the fi rst edition seven years ago. Technology has not 
only changed shopper behavior, but it has also played a signifi cant role 
in how retailers and marketers engage the shopper. Th e author’s recom-
mendations for how bricks and mortar retail should venture forth in 
this digital age are both reassuring and energizing. One thing that hasn’t 
changed over the two editions is the message that the shopper should be 
at the heart of everything we do as retailers and brand owners.”

—Peter Wilson, Director, koji

“I found this book to be a very important part of the industry. I also 
think it is a must-read for every merchandiser and category manager 
and would be the right text book for any retail merchandizing course 
for  retail management programs, and even for management trainee 
 programs. I spent time at Grand Union stores years ago in each of their 
four phase training programs, and this book would have helped me 
 understand a lot more of how shoppers control the store.”

—Frank Riso, formerly with MSI/Symbol Technologies

“Th is fresh update to Herb Sorensen’s seminal book Inside the Mind of 
the Shopper is especially timely as retailing in the digital age begins 
to  mature. While the second edition (rightly) still puts emphasis on 
the shoppers’ time and on ‘Big Head’ categories, there is a new, deep 
 analysis of both digital and bricks-and-mortar retailing. Th is book is a 
must-read for every student of shopping, from aspiring marketers and 
merchants to seasoned veterans.”

— Liz Crawford, SVP Insights MATCH; author of 
Th e Shopper Economy
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“Inside the Mind of the Shopper gathers the insights of decades of  research 
into shopper behavior by one of the world’s leading retail  experts. It pulls 
off  the diffi  cult trick of blending science with immediately  accessible 
descriptions of exactly what is happening when shoppers interact with 
goods in a retail environment. As you read, you experience a succession 
of ‘Aha! So that is what is happening!’ moments as realization dawns 
that your personal experience has a scientifi c underpinning. Th is is a 
must-read for any researcher in the fi eld, and for any store owner or 
manager.”

— Professor Alan Penn, Dean Th e Bartlett Faculty of the Built 
Environment, University College London

“Anyone interested in retail marketing, shopper behaviour, or evidence-
based marketing MUST read this book. Here is the evidence you’ve 
been looking for, and more.”

— Professor Byron Sharp, Director of the Ehrenberg-Bass Institute, 
and author of How Brands Grow
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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Bob Stevens of Procter & Gamble (P&G), the 
man who set me on the path of  “active retailing” and who is also widely 
viewed as a pioneer in the field of shopper research.

He was a man of many talents: A consummate researcher, he was also an 
avid sports fan. Indeed, at 15, he began a short career as a professional 
wrestler, assuming the name “Rocky Stevens.” Later in life, his love of 
basketball took him to Israel, Italy, and Alaska to cheer on his teams.

Bob was a devout Christian, a loving husband, father, and grandfather, 
and a philanthropist, too. He raised money for education and, post-
retirement, taught and lectured often on market research and manage-
ment, donating his honoraria to charity. For a time, he served on the 
board of Hope Cottage, a temporary shelter for abused, abandoned, or 
neglected children.

The greatest portion of his life, however, was spent at P&G where, 
 beginning in 1951, he spent nearly 40 years as a consumer research 
manager. Bob was known as an inveterate people-watcher, fascinated by 
consumers’ behavior both in-store and out, and especially their interaction 
with products.

His retirement did not put a stop to his professional involvement. He 
continued to write about marketing and research in a periodic newsletter 
called “Views from the Hills of Kentucky,” which he emailed or faxed 
gratis to subscribers.

So, what made this man special? He was an advocate for the shopper, for 
understanding their needs and for doing the right thing as a researcher, 
often acting as a role model for his peers. He was always curious about 
what people did as opposed to what they said. And in many ways, his 
work has stood the test of time, as brands began to focus more on 
ethnography.

Bob would always dig a little deeper when it came to research. Bob 
Goodpaster, who was Vice President of Global Insights for The Hershey 
Company, recalls that when he worked with him at P&G, Bob would 
focus on research at one or two stores, giving people coupons to go in 
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and buy products, while collecting their names and phone numbers for 
follow-up research.

What he was trying to do was to predict potential repeat purchasing, 
but working it out over a weekend, without having to wait months and 
months to read the normal statistical print-outs. He was way ahead of 
his time.

It couldn’t have been easy because, as with any pioneer, there were those 
who were enthusiastic about change and those who were afraid of it. 
But Bob persevered, and rarely turned down the chance to innovate. 
For P&G, this resulted in insights that the company might never have 
achieved otherwise. Indeed, P&G is one of the most innovative research 
organizations around today, and Bob played a part in laying the founda-
tions of that continuing innovation.

Bob’s philosophy lies at the heart of this book, too. His enthusiasm for 
researching shoppers, for knowing what goes on when they enter a store, 
is translated in these pages into a modus operandi for retailers (and 
brand owners) who want to make the most of their businesses.

Earlier, I mentioned his newsletters, which inspired new ways of  thinking 
and working. Two of his favorite topics were, distinguishing between 
“testers” and “users” and the need for “assessment in context.” Bob’s views 
on these issues matched my own major concerns as a scientist trans-
planted to market research. We believe that customers should be studied 
in their native environment: This means researching supermarket shop-
pers in supermarkets; food service patrons in restaurants, schools, and 
other commercial and non-commercial locations; food service operators 
in their kitchens; schoolchildren in their schools; and so on. Also, we prefer 
direct observation of “users,” and asking questions, converting them into 
“testers” as follow-ups, rather than as the foundation of the research.

Our learnings about the messy process of testing in context were inspired 
by Bob, and became integral to my business following discussions with 
him. It was Bob who turned my narrow focus from the shoppers and 
the products, to also include the stores, their natural habitat. I hope that, 
from whatever lofty peak he’s now operating, he feels that I’m still taking 
his work forward in the ongoing search for truth about shoppers.
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Preface

Who Is #1?

As you read the second edition of Inside the Mind of the Shopper,  consider 
the various players at retail: shoppers, retailers, brand suppliers, and 
other supporting businesses. Ask yourself, out of these players, who is 
the top dog? Who is the most important? Who is #1? The answer(s) to 
that question will provide insight necessary for understanding many of the 
concepts we discuss in Inside the Mind of the Shopper.

First of all, #1 is a coveted position in most human endeavors. Clearly, in 
the world of retail, Walmart is #1, approaching a half trillion in annual 
sales. Costco is #2, with about a quarter of the sales volume of Walmart. 
You might consider Amazon a distant competitor, but their outsized 
annual growth makes clear that it is only a matter of time before they 
reach #3, globally. You could study just these three global retailers and 
learn a large share of what you need to know. If we want to add a fourth, 
it should be Kroger, because of their steady quarter after quarter growth 
in the United States alone.

Caution should weigh heavily on anyone who considers this through 
a historical perspective. As British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli 
remarked on ascending to the office: “ ‘At last I have reached the top 
of the greasy pole.” One hundred years ago, a new retailer, The Great 
A&P, with a new business model, quickly became the first retailer in 
the world to reach a billion dollars of sales. And just recently they filed 
their final liquidation bankruptcy, after decades of descent, with fruit-
less  reorganization. The caution is that retailing is still a greasy pole.

It is my intention with this book to provide a very new perspec-
tive on who is #1. I’m quite confident that the shopper is #1, and I’m 
not saying that as some kind of feel-good PR fluff. Each of the four 
retailers first mentioned here, and many others, have all risen to 
their stature through making some aspect of the shopper #1, at some 
point in time. Walmart efficiently leveraged price, groceries, and a 
large selection to achieve their dominance. Costco efficiently lever-
aged price, groceries, and a  limited selection, much of it non-grocery, 
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to drive their growth. Amazon has efficiently leveraged novel tech-
nology for all three basic components of retail sales: a meeting of the 
minds of buyer and seller; close the sale with payment; delivery of 
the goods to the customer. And as the “Everything Store,” Amazon effec-
tively has an infinite Long Tail. Kroger is in the chase because they have 
focused on the efficiency of the shopper, without neglecting their own 
efficiency.

You will see in Mark Heckman’s chapter on the Five Tenets, exactly what 
we mean about building your own sales through the efficiency of your 
shoppers. But here I want to put a spotlight on the reality of everyday 
retail, on what happens behind the screen, unseen by the shoppers. 
Indeed, many managers within the industry probably haven’t given 
adequate consideration to these facts.

These three graphs (Figure P.1) show some solid illustrative data on 
who is #1. From these, it is important to see how the views of shop-
pers are related to, but radically different than, those of the typical 
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bricks-and-mortar retailer. In the first graph on the left, the share of the 
store’s sales contributed by single items is displayed. The circled high 
point is in fact the #1 selling product in that store. In the second, middle 
graph, we see only the contribution of items in a single category to sales 
of that particular category. And the circled high point is the #1 selling 
item in that category. The third graph, in the upper-right, is the same 
type of graph, but in this case it includes data for only a single brand in 
the category. As with the other graphs, the circled high point is the #1 
selling item for that brand manufacturer.

Each one of these #1s has a special significance for one of the three 
major manager categories at retailers around the world. The first major 
manager type is management representing the retail store itself. The 
stark fact is that many of these managers may not know just what that 
#1 selling item is. The reason is simple: That item is probably one of 
anywhere from a few thousand to hundreds of thousands of items in 
one of possibly hundreds or thousands of stores under their purview. 
Management is focused on a massive undertaking that scarcely makes 
allowance for focus on any one item.

The second type of manager we want to notice is the one associated 
with the manufacturers brand, the brand manager, whose product suite 
is illustrated in the upper-right graph. Brand managers have a greater 
opportunity for focus, with possibly anywhere from dozens to hundreds 
of items managed across a wide variety of retailers. The relatively tiny 
brand catalog—tiny in comparison to the retailer catalog—means that 
no retailer can be expected to have the knowledge of individual brand 
items that the brand manager does.

Now comes a major complicating factor. No one can reasonably manage 
50,000 items. This can be thought of in terms of management span-of-
control theory. Basically, supervisors work most effectively with 3–10 
employees. As the number of employees increases, span-of-control 
increases—supervision becomes more problematic. Products are not 
people, but the general principle applies there also. In the interests of 
managing 40,000 different items in a store, retailers have been grouping 
them together into a couple hundred different categories. This reduces 
the problem from one of a totally unmanageable 40,000 items to one 
of maybe 200 categories with more like 500 to a few thousand items. 
For the past 30 years, the science of category management has come a 
long way.  
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However, there are still embedded serious conflicts that keep anyone 
from focusing on the shoppers. Please recognize that if you were buried 
under 40,000 items, or even a couple thousand items in a category, as a 
category manager, you would be overwhelmed from a span-of-control 
point of view. And this is exacerbated by the fact that all those different 
brands in the category are competitors. Competitors are not your friends, 
even if you are all polite. I don’t want to overemphasize the angst, but 
I have actually seen a grown man cry in a store because of what he 
believed his competitor was doing to him—through his “little children,” 
the brand products he was responsible for managing, on behalf of his 
manufacturer employer.

This is to give meaning to my statement that what is going on in the 
aisles of the stores is brand-on-brand mayhem, a gladiatorial contest 
with civilizing rules. Now, the interesting thing is that the retailer has 
someone assigned to each category, who ultimately has responsibility for 
what happens in that category. But every brand knows that only a certain 
amount of shelf space is allotted to the category, and to put it simply, 
every slot Brand A doesn’t fill, Brand X, Y, or Z will.

Note too that federal law forbids, under the threat of severe  punishment, 
any collusion among the brands that might be disadvantageous to the 

NEW IN THE 2ND EDITION
In this edition of Inside the Mind of the Shopper we still explore the 
insights gained through the scientific study of shoppers and the  shopping 
process and we discuss how retailers can apply these insights to increase 
sales in their stores. But, now, we inspect these insights through the 
prism of the evolution currently taking place within retail. Dramatic 
changes in technology and society are quickly propelling this evolution. 
These changes recall the seismic societal and technological shifts that 
transformed the industry a century ago in the wake of the Industrial 
Revolution. That transformation saw the demise of thousands of small 
retailers and the emergence of a few industry giants. By understanding 
how history shaped the current state of retail and how modern develop-
ments such as online retail and its convergence with bricks and mortar 
retail continue to mold the industry, retailers can better position them-
selves to exploit this evolution and thrive in the 21st century.
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shoppers. Another possibly shocking fact: Retailers do not want any one 
supplier to be too successful in selling their products to the  shoppers. 
The reason for this is obvious when you realize that most of the retailer’s 
profits come from what are basically advertising fees paid by the brands 
supplying products to the retailer. These fees are totally legitimate, but 
they have to be negotiated independently with each  supplier. This leads 
to the retailer essentially managing a serial blind auction in which each 
supplier comes in and makes a deal for his products with the retailer 
armed with no knowledge of the deals the retailer is making with others 
(as specified by law).

The result is that each supplier is essentially a “customer” for the retailer’s 
services: store, shelves, shoppers, and displays. And the retailer does best 
with a good number of healthy suppliers, with no one being dominant.

Now, obviously, this is not as neat as I have outlined here, but it 
 reasonably accurately explains why no one is paying much attention to 
the shopper, other than being polite and pleasant and operating a store 
that is reasonably convenient to the shopper. After all, the retailer is 
essentially a merchant warehouseman who makes his money on that 
basis. And for self-service retailers, the shopper is an unpaid stock-
picker who picks the products she wants and takes them to the exit to 
make payment. (All this means that the retailer mantra of 100 years 
ago, “Pile it high, and let it fly!” is still deeply embedded yet today in an 
industry that’s poorly understood, even by the global hordes employed 
in the industry.)

With all this in mind, you should see that any item that is #1 (or #2, #3, 
#4, and so on) actually got that way because the shopper, the true #1, 
gave that product the sales and rank it has. The shopper is always the 
real #1, and it is their innermost feelings and desires that are manifested 
in the total sales occurring in the store.

As you read this second edition of Inside the Mind of the Shopper and 
consider the concepts and ideas, the history and trajectory of global retail 
that we explore, remember: With all the power, money, and  products at 
retail, it is the shopper that is #1!

— Herb Sorensen, Ph.D.
Shopper Scientist
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Introduction

F rom time to time a researcher has the opportunity to see their 
 earlier ideas combine in a way that brings the current subject of 
study into sharper focus. This was the case as I sat down to write 

an issue of my occasional online publication, Views on the World of Shop-
pers, Retailers, and Brands. As I thought about my endeavors to look at 
shopping from a strictly scientific point of view—but, at the same time, 
with tremendous commercial significance—three earlier ideas came 
together and brought into focus the issue of navigability through stores.

Before exploring each of these ideas, let’s set the scene with a single 
 shopper purchasing a single item (see Figure I.1). All of retail, whether 
bricks or clicks, builds on this as the basic unit of sales:

Figure I.1 The three-dimensional shopper interacts with the three-dimensional 
shelf.
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The illustration above shows the two parties to the purchase, the shopper 
and the product. Note the complementarity between the two. In other 
words, if you take either one of them out of the picture, the purchase will 
not happen. Here we balance the interests of the two. By diagraming this 
complementarity dimensionally, we capture both parties to the purchase 
in a common metric system, rather than in a separate one for each. This 
will be very significant going forward in understanding the process by 
which purchases occur. Purchases are not simply events to be tabulated. 
They are examples of a process to be understood.

Bidirectional Search
The first idea that demonstrates how navigability drives shopping is what 
I call bidirectional search. This idea is important because it is the fundamen-
tal process of shopping, whether online or in bricks-and-mortar stores. In 
bidirectional search, as the illustration above shows, retailers and suppliers 
are searching for shoppers, while at the same time shoppers are searching 
for products. Much of the time the industry does not properly recognize 
the first part of this bidirectional search, primarily because of the relatively 
passive role retailers and suppliers play at the final point of purchase.

I've written about this passivity in my post, “Googling” the Store,1 in the 
aforementioned Views (in this edition of this book, I frequently refer-
ence material that I and others have previously published. We provide 
notes and links to all of these sources). Passivity, in turn, leads merchant 
warehouse retailers, whose neighborhood warehouses merely store mer-
chandise until a shopper puts it in her basket, to fail in reaching their full 
potential in sales. This stark description is my attempt to break through 
the mechanical way we tend to look at retailing, particularly the account-
ing, or more accurately the counting of events, that has become deeply 
embedded in the industry’s thinking and retail metrics.

Retailers and suppliers are of course not physically present to search 
for shoppers. Instead, they rely on their surrogates, the displays and 
products, to do the searching for them. For the retailer, a display is 
a display, whereas for the supplier it is more about products. That is, 
the suppliers are sending in their brands and individual products to 
represent them, whereas the retailers take a more aggregate approach, 
with entire displays, aisles, and departments representing them.
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So all the displays and products in the store do their best to shout at 
shoppers as they pass by: “Buy me! Buy me!” “No, no, no, buy me!” It’s 
no wonder shoppers typically shop the store so superficially. They have 
to in order to retain their sanity. The shopper’s clutter filter maintains a 
state of obliviousness by screening from consideration everything except 
the little bit of information that makes it through the cacophonous roar 
that retailers and suppliers orchestrate in their search for shoppers to 
buy their products.

Never forget this bidirectional perspective: shoppers looking for prod-
ucts; products looking for shoppers. It should drive store design and 
operations. Mr. Retailer, Ms. Brand Supplier, you can be far more effec-
tive on your side of the search by working with the shopper, rather than 
by indiscriminately shotgunning from your side of the aisle and display 
interface.

Products/Shoppers Competition
The second idea that brings navigability into focus here is that there is 
an actual competition occurring in the store between the products and 
the shoppers. This competition gets very personal, particularly in the 
selection process when it is this shelf or product display talking to this 
specific shopper or passerby (see illustration above.) I won't discuss this 
in detail here because that personal communication between products 
and shoppers has more to do with package and planogram design than 
store design, which is what we focus on here. I will, however, mention 
one at-the-shelf principle: Shoppers do not like to be talked down to!

This is why top shelves are typically very poor places to sell anything. 
Shoppers do not want their products staring at them from eye level. 
Rather, the products should be humble supplicants looking up to the 
shopper from 30 to 60 inches above the floor. That is where most pur-
chasing occurs. Those products have the decency to respectfully look 
up to their masters, the shoppers. One way to achieve this proper prod-
uct humility is to place the bottom shelf protruding into the aisle a few 
inches, with a slight tip upward. This is an excellent way to give that 
bottom shelf a bit more prominence. The products are well displayed, 
humble supplicants to the shopper at the cost of only a few inches of 
crowding of the shopper’s feet, something they really don’t mind at all. 
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A little intrusion into the aisle down there is no serious offense: The feet 
scarcely notice!

Other than right at the shelf, the competition between products and 
shoppers is almost totally under the control of the store designer. The 
store designer manages this competition through how much space 
the designer allocates to displays and products versus how much space 
he allocates to the shoppers. Here we are talking about the total area of 
the store, and its division into shelves, displays, and other product areas 
versus the actual square footage in which the shoppers can walk, navigate, 
and shop. We call this measure product/shopper allocation.2 The more 
products and displays you jam into the store, the less space for shoppers.

This ratio, product-space to shopper-space, is a major controller of the 
efficiency of the store. (See Figure I.2, below.)

Shopper Efficiency vs. Share of Store
Occupied by Products-Fixtures
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Figure I.2 The mathematical effect of the competition between products 
and shoppers.

All stores must have space for both shoppers and products. But this 
chart shows that at a certain point the amount of space allocated to 
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products can actually suppress sales rather than increase them. This is 
not a  simple relationship, but it further demonstrates how open space 
attracts  shoppers and generates sales.

Although retailers may be unaware of it, they have learned to provide 
lots of open space on the perimeter, in produce, and other areas of their 
stores where the vast majority of sales occur. Increased sales in these 
areas are not due to the specific merchandise offered there, only, but 
rather, also, to the attractive way retailers display the products in these 
locations.

Open Space Actually Attracts 
Shoppers—Think Navigation!
The third idea that supports navigability of the store is that shoppers are 
subconsciously drawn to open space. This happens because shoppers 
shop through their eyes. They do not look for products through careful, 
rational thinking, but by habit and instinct. This is why I often urge, “If the 
shopper does not see it, it’s effectively not in the store.” The shopper sees 
only a small fraction of the store up close and personal. If you are going 
to manage the sales process, you better know what that small  fraction is.

Everything about store design is about seeing. An ideal store design 
includes a wide, open track that circumnavigates the store. Low 
 displays on at least one side of that track allow a wide vista so that 
shoppers see to the furthest areas of the store. It’s okay for shoppers to 
see lots of merchandise at a distance. Let the shopper go that distance 
if that merchandise resonates with them. Don’t jam it all into their 
faces, limiting their ability to see more of the store and more available 
products. See Chapter 3 of this book.

Professor Allen Penn of the University College of London showed exactly 
how open space moves shoppers around the store.3 Professor Penn and 
one of his students ingeniously illustrated how shoppers respond to the 
space in an IKEA floor plan by creating a model store that consisted 
of only floor space and blank blocks representing the displays and fix-
tures. (Upper left of Figure I.3) They then sent bots programed to seek 
out open spaces through the floor plan. Here you can see how their 
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open-space sensitive bots created the exact same paths that real shoppers 
walked in the real, fully stocked store:

Bot exiting the
“maze” of
displays.

Bot finding open
space and moving
through array.

Bot approaching array of
fixtures and aisles.

Bot-crowd released on IKEA floor; with their collective
paths recorded by turning steps into red, and lack of
steps into blue.

Here we have the actual paths of shoppers through
the IKEA store. Open space CREATES paths!

Figure I.3 Open space driving the shoppers’ navigation. (Images provided by 
Professor Alan Penn, UCL.)

In the upper-left of Figure I.3, you see three successive scenes of a bot 
approaching an array of shelf displays that block vision, with seeable 
open spaces indicated by the lights penetrating the array. The bot moves 
in the direction of the most light and seeable space and makes its way to 
the widest aisle, and down that to the exit of the array of displays.

On the lower-left you see this principle applied with a crowd of these bots 
making their way through an IKEA store model with fixtures matching 
a real store. The steps of the bots on the floor turns the floor redder, and 
areas where they don’t step, over time, turn bluer. On the right, the white 
lines on the same floor plan is the recorded paths of actual shoppers in 
the real IKEA store. Open space drives the paths of the shoppers. There 
may be multiple major paths, but all of them will have the characteristic 
of wide visual accessibility.
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We have discussed three ideas that should drive store design and impact 
selection at the shelf:

 ■ Bidirectional search—Products search for shoppers; shoppers 
search for products.

 ■ Products/shoppers compete for space—They occupy interfac-
ing spaces.

 ■ Open space actually attracts shoppers—Think navigation!

We have recognized and appreciated these principles before, but we have 
not recognized them as part of the mosaic of shopping, and particularly 
navigation, in the store. This reminds me of something J. R. R. Tolkien 
observed about a beautiful painting that you might buy and hang in a 
prominent place for your regular enjoyment. As time goes by, and you 
see it again and again, the painting gradually fades from your conscious-
ness, until, possibly, a guest seeing it for the first time exclaims, “What a 
beautiful painting!” And then you look at it anew and say, “Yes, it is quite 
lovely!”

This principle applies to the wonder and joy of this incredible thing we 
have, self-service retailing, which came into being only about 100 years 
ago. It had a massive and positive global impact for consumers, retailers, 
and their suppliers. In fact, a century ago, some people understood the 
glories of self-service retail going on around them, and didn't just see 
it as “pile it high, and let it fly!” In 1916, an American visionary filed a 
patent for a self-serving store.4 You can still find that spirit of innova-
tion and efficiency today.5 (See also: The “Path-to-Purchase” is Often a 
U-Turn6.)

For retailers, the reduction or elimination of their sales team/staff, meant 
that their focus moved to logistics, supplier management/negotiations, 
and matching merchandise selection with their shoppers. No real selling 
was needed. Again, self-service means, “shopper, sell yourself. ” But the 
death of retailer selling (as contrasted with merchandising) was resisted 
by a few retailers. One in particular, Clarence Saunders, continually 
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pressed for more efficiency in selling, and patented the store design 
 represented here:

Notice the vestibule area at the front of the store, where shoppers can 
enter the display area, on the left, and pass in a serpentine path up and 
down a series of aisles. The purpose of this serpentine path was to allow 
the merchant to introduce the shopper to an “appropriate” offering of 
merchandise in a systematic way. In this way, Clarence Saunders retained 
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control of the selling process, and was able to assist the shopper with 
their purchases. In effect, in these serpentine stores, the retailer assumed 
responsibility for selling, to an extent, instead of passively abdicating this 
responsibility for the sale to the shopper.

Obviously, instead of following this lead, retailers the world over 
 abandoned Saunders' serpentine path, multiplied aisles, for which man-
ufacturers generously rewarded them, and turned shoppers loose, to 
their own devices, in mini-warehouses. Retailers became passive in the 
 process of shoppers making purchase decisions, essentially allowing 
 selling skills to atrophy.

It is no wonder shoppers waste 80% of their time in the store, wandering 
about seeking something to buy - not to mention vast options when they 
finally arrive in an area where a purchase will actually occur. But there 
are modern incarnations of the serpentine store. Ikea is probably the best 
known global example. But for the CPG/FMCG market the  pre-eminent 
example is Stew Leonards, where they achieve something like $100 
 million in sales with the serpentine path.5

By studying that history, and by measuring everything going on in the 
store, I like to think we have scraped the dull overfamiliarity off of this 
marvelous painting, to once again stand in awe at the view. It might seem 
odd that it would take a scientist, mindful of Lord Kelvin's dictum, “If you 
cannot express your knowledge in numbers, it is of a meager and unsatis-
factory sort!” to understand the art of modern self-service retailing. But 
I am hoping an increasing number of fellow viewers will delight in the 
perspective—to see the obvious, again, possibly for the very first time.

My colleague, Mark Heckman, and I are getting closer to  rolling 
out a  comprehensive retail management system we call  Accelerated 
 Merchandising. Thinking things through from scratch again—in 
 particular, putting the science of retailing into an historical  perspective—
has been a privilege. Every principle discovered can be validated by the 
successes and failures of the past 100 years, and accounts for the rise 
and fall of the retail giants in our own time. We believe it shows the way 
from where we are today to increased performance for all self-service 
retailers, both bricks and online, going forward. Here we want to share 
a significantly different view of the self-service sales process going on in 
stores around the world. I hope you find this useful to your own thinking!
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Review Questions
 1. Discuss what the term bidirectional search means. What are the 

two components of bidirectional search?

 2. How does bidirectional search look in a passive store?

 3. What does the author mean by a shopper’s clutter filter? Why is 
this coping mechanism necessary in a contemporary store?

 4. Is eye-level the best place on a shelf? What areas of a shelf are 
potentially more appealing from the shopper perspective?

 5. What is meant by product/shopper allocation? Why does a store 
designer need to consider space for shoppers, not just a space for 
store fixtures and products?

 6. What is the role of open space in in-store navigation and product 
visibility?
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