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By Guy Lerner

Smart store makeovers
How design drives sales

SMART STORES

A supermarket makeover can be impressive 
on opening morning. The floors shine, 

the signage is crisp and every avocado appears 
to have been individually briefed to look their 
best. The harder test comes several weeks later: 
are shoppers finding products more easily, 
spending longer where it matters and leaving 
with fuller baskets?

That is the commercial point of store design. 
A successful refresh is a series of practical 
decisions about how people enter, move, pause, 
choose and pay. Each decision either removes 
friction or adds to it.

The pressure to get those decisions right is 
considerable. Trade Intelligence reports that on 
average, South African grocery shoppers shop 
at four different stores and that only 5% say 
they do not look for deals. A retailer is therefore 
competing for each shopping mission, not sim­
ply for a customer’s overall loyalty. Price still 
matters enormously, but so do clarity, conve­
nience and the sense that a store respects the 
shopper’s time.

For a store makeover to drive sales, it must 
begin with behaviour rather than finishes. That 
means understanding who uses the store, what 
they came to do and areas where the current 
shopping journey breaks down.

A store makeover 
earns its keep 
when shoppers 
can find what they 
need, notice what 
they did not plan to 
buy and complete 
the trip without 
unnecessary effort. 
The smartest 
projects combine 
layout, lighting, 
merchandising 
and technology to 
improve the journey 
– and the numbers.

www.rongtatech.com/

Start with the shopping mission
The weekly stock-up, the lunchtime dash and the 
after-work search for something easy to cook are dif­
ferent missions. A single store may need to accommo­
date all three within the same footprint. The answer 
is not to force every shopper through an identical 
journey, but to make the essential route obvious while 

leaving room for useful discovery 
throughout the store.

“The most effective layouts 
balance efficiency with discovery,” 
says Sarah Slemming, Marketing 
and Procurement Manager at 
Eagle Lighting. “Essential cate­

Sarah Slemming
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SMART STORES

gories should be easy to locate, while the cus­
tomer journey should naturally guide shoppers 
towards complementary products.”

That balance is delicate. A fast shopper 
should be able to see the route to bread, milk 
or prepared food without studying a floor 
plan. A browser can be encouraged to slow 
down through attractive displays, product 
adjacencies and moments of theatre. However, 
when the route becomes a compulsory expe­
dition, discovery soon feels like detention.

The planning work starts with evidence: 
sales by category, traffic patterns, basket com­
binations, queue times and staff observations. 
It should also include time spent walking the 
floor as a shopper. Data may identify a dead 
zone; a few minutes with a trolley can reveal 
that a promotional island blocks the sightline, 
a sign is mounted too high or a busy service 
counter creates a bottleneck at exactly the 
wrong time.

Store formats are also becoming more 
responsive to local missions. At Zimbali Oasis 
in KwaZulu-Natal, SPAR Gourmet combines 
speciality grocery, prepared meals and café 
convenience within a three-loop layout, 
reflecting a broader move towards food retail 
that offers service and experience alongside 
the conventional shop.

The lesson is not that every supermarket 
needs a café. It is that the format, range and 
route should make sense for the customers 
who actually use that location.

The first impression starts before the door
Shoppers form an opinion before they reach the 
first dedicated display area – often the produce 
department. The view from the car park, the trolley 
bay, the entrance threshold and the first few metres 
of the store all contribute to a quick judgement: is 
this place easy, clean, current and worth entering?

Vicki Jarrold, Senior Brand Manager 
at Eurolux, says entrance lighting has 
a particularly important role. Feature 
pendants, illuminated signage and 
accent lighting can set the store’s 
visual tone, while a considered trans­
ition from bright daylight prevents 
the interior from feeling dull. The 

aim is to create a sense of welcome and orientation, 
not a blast of light from every available fitting.

The entrance must also cope with several competing 
jobs. It needs to announce the brand, allow customers 
to adjust to the space and offer an immediate reason 
to continue. Fresh produce is often effective here 
because colour and abundance signal quality, but only 
when the presentation remains generous throughout 
the day. A display that is half-empty by late afternoon 
sends a different message.

Technology placed near the 
entrance should solve an immediate 
problem. Christian Schiess, Man­
aging Director of Bizerba, points 
to AI-assisted self-service produce 
scales as one example: faster pro­
duct recognition can reduce the 
frustration of searching through long 
menus before the shopping trip has

properly begun. The principle is useful beyond scales. 
Early interaction should reassure the customer that the 
store will be simple to navigate and will not require an 
introductory course or help from a staff member.

First impressions are shaped by operations as much 
as design. A clear entry can be undone by abandoned 

https://stockcake.com/i/
futuristic-retail-experience

Vicki Jarrold

Christian Schiess
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pallets, a queue across the main aisle or a promo­
tional display that has migrated into the circulation 
path. The makeover plan therefore needs rules for 
replenishment, temporary displays and peak trading 
periods. If the layout works only when the shop is 
quiet and fully faced, it does not work.

Easy to find, tempting to discover
Good wayfinding is rarely noticed; shoppers simply 
arrive at the right department without having to 
ask. Clear sightlines, consistent signs, recognisable 
category cues and sensible adjacencies do most of 
the work.

Eagle Lighting’s Slemming recommends mapping 
circulation around natural stopping points and 
relationships between products. Pasta beside 
sauces is the obvious example, but useful adjacen­
cies can be more specific to local habits, seasons 
and shopping missions. Braai ingredients, school 
lunch components or the makings of a quick mid­
week meal can be presented as solutions rather 
than scattered SKUs.

Destination categories should be easy to identify, 
even when they sit deeper in the store. Along the 
route, promotional and complementary products 
can create reasons to pause without narrowing the 
aisle or obscuring what lies ahead. This is where 
design begins to affect basket size: the customer 
sees a relevant addition at the moment it is useful.

Recent South African store developments 
illustrate how broad ranges can be made easy to 
navigate through strong zones. Woolworths’ next-
generation Tygervalley store brought food, fashion, 

beauty and home into one full-line format, using 
distinct destinations such as a central beauty area, 
a pantry arranged by cuisine and specialist fresh-
food counters. The departments differ, but the 
planning logic is consistent: give each area an iden­
tity and make the transition between them under­
standable.

This need not mean more signs. Changes in floor­
ing, fixture height, lighting and display density can 
indicate that the shopper has entered a new zone. 
Eurolux’s Jarrold notes that shifts in light intensity, 
fitting type or treatment can distinguish departments  
without creating visual clutter. Used consistently, 
these cues become a quiet navigation system.

The discipline is especially important in smaller 
stores, where every metre is contested. High fix­
tures may hold more product but can close down 

the view, while too many display units create 
selling space on paper and congestion in practice.

A smart makeover protects the productive capa­
city of the floor while giving shoppers enough 
room to see, turn and decide.

Light with a job to do
Lighting is one of the quickest ways to change 
how a store feels, but mood is only part of its job. 
It must support safe movement, accurate colour, 
product inspection, visual hierarchy and staff tasks. 
Treating the entire shop to the same brightness 
may be straightforward, but it is rarely persuasive.

“A professional lighting plan considers light levels, 
colour temperature, beam angles and positioning 
rather than treating every part of the store 
identically,” says Jarrold.

In the lead up to the Rugby Tour, Eagle Lighting took advantage of the build up of excitement by giving their shoppers 
a chance to win prizes by posing for a selfie in their stores and tagging two friends.  https://www.eaglelighting.co.za/
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Ambient lighting provides the base level for 
comfortable navigation. Accent lighting then 
directs attention to displays, service counters 
and priority categories. Linear lighting can define 
aisles or shelves, while pendants can lower the 
perceived scale of a bakery, café or tasting area. 
The layers should work together. A dramatic 
spotlight loses its effect when the surrounding 
area is equally bright.

Colour quality matters, particularly in fresh 
food. Meat, fruit, bakery products and prepared 
meals should appear appetising and true to life, 
not oddly grey or artificially saturated. Glare 
also deserves attention: reflections on chilled 
cabinets, price labels and screens can make 
information harder to read, even in a store that 
measures well on a light meter.

Flexible track systems allow fittings to move as 
ranges and campaigns change. Dimming, sensors, 
timers and programmed controls can match light 
levels to trading hours and available daylight. 
LEDs and efficient high-bay fittings reduce 
energy use, but the strongest plan considers 
running cost and selling effect together. Saving 
power and making the merchandise look tired is 
an efficient way to lose a sale.

Lighting should be reviewed after installation 
and again once the store is trading. Shelves 
move, displays grow and promotional headers 
appear. A beam that landed perfectly on the 
concept drawing may eventually illuminate the 
top of a cardboard stand. Fine-tuning is part of 
the project, not an admission that it failed.

Sell the product, not only the discount
Food retail is highly promotion-driven. Trade Intelli­
gence warns that constant specials have helped create 
shoppers who wait for a promotion, increasing the 
need for more targeted, behaviour-led value rather 
than a perpetual wall of discount messages.

Design cannot replace a compelling price, but it can 
communicate value without reducing everything to 
a red price tag. Orderly shelves, confident displays, 
useful comparisons and clear pack information help 
the customer understand what a product offers. Slem­
ming notes that presentation can influence perceived 
value as strongly as price, particularly where a cate­
gory needs education or reassurance.

Visual merchandising works best when it answers 
the shopper’s next question. If the customer has 
chosen the steak, what completes the meal? 
Bizerba’s Schiess gives the example of a counter 
screen showing salt falling onto meat, with the 
advertised seasoning positioned directly below. 
The media, product and placement operate as one 
prompt. The screen is not wallpaper; it connects an 
idea to an immediately available purchase.

Digital displays can also create supplier-funded 
advertising space, but relevance is crucial. A loud 
loop of unrelated messages adds movement 
without meaning. Content should match the 
department, time of day and products within reach. 
It should be legible in the few seconds a shopper is 
likely to give it.

Physical presentation still carries most of 
the load. A focal display needs sufficient stock, 
disciplined blocking and enough space around it 
to stand apart. Priority categories benefit from 
contrast and focus; not every shelf can be the hero 
at the same time.

GreeenTech’s mobile vertical farms combine hydroponics with 
Siemens’ Automation technology to grow fresh produce year-round, 
almost anywhere in the world. Using SIMATIC controllers, Unified HMI 
and remote monitoring capabilities, operators can manage lighting, 
temperature, ventilation and nutrient delivery from virtually anywhere 
with up to 90% less water use, 70% less fertiliser, up to 3 200 lettuces 
per month from a single container. and lower transport emissions 
through local production. https://www.siemens.com/

In high-volume operations, 
safety, traceability and 
efficiency need to go hand 
in hand. At Adros Meat 
Plant, a leader in modern 
poultry processing, Bizerba  
Poland was able to address 
two critical production 
challenges by minimising 

contamination risks through reliable foreign body detection and 
ensuring the every package is weighed and labelled with precision. 
https://www.bizerba.com/
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Technology belongs in the journey
The useful test for in-store technology is simple: 
what makes things easier for the shopper or the 
retailer? Screens, electronic shelf labels, kiosks, 
smart scales and self-checkout can all improve 
the experience. They can also become expensive 
obstacles if they duplicate a process, respond 
slowly or require constant staff rescue.

Schiess describes the direction of travel as ‘self-
everything’, from self-service scales and kiosks to 
self-scanning and checkout. Pre-order systems can 
be particularly valuable at deli, butchery and fish 
counters, allowing customers to continue shopping 
instead of standing in a queue. The benefit is not 
novelty; it is time returned to the shopper.

There are local signs of wider experimentation. 
MyBroadband’s test of Shoprite’s Uniq self-checkout  
found that RFID tags allowed all items to be de­
tected together, while Shoprite has also piloted a 
camera- and AI-based checkout-free format through  
Checkers Rush. These are different approaches but 
both illustrate how payment can be redesigned 
rather than merely moved to another machine.

According to Schiess, Bizerba’s own customer 
data indicates that self-scanning and self-checkout 
users tend to build larger baskets and return sooner. 
Retailers should test such results in their own 
formats because demographics, basket type and 
staff support will affect adoption. Shrink must be 
designed into the process too, using verification 
and monitoring that protect the business without 
making every honest customer feel as if they are 
under investigation.

Technology also needs a human fallback. Clear 
instructions, visible assistance and consistent main­
tenance determine whether a self-service point 
feels empowering or abandoned. A dark screen 
and a handwritten ‘out of order’ sign is not the 
experience anyone commissioned.

Make the quiet corners work harder
Not every underperforming category needs a major 
rebuild. Before moving walls, retailers should diag­
nose whether the problem is range, price, location, 
visibility, presentation or access.

“Often the issue isn’t the product itself but how 
customers experience it,” says Slemming. “Heat 
maps, traffic counts, sales analysis and basket data 
can identify where shoppers stop, pass through or 
turn away.”

Staff can add the context that the 
dashboard misses: a trolley blocks the 
bay at replenishment time, a reflec­
tion hides the promotional price or 
customers regularly ask where the 
category has gone.

Small changes can be surprisingly 
productive. A retailer might reposition 
a light, lower a fixture, open a sight­
line, add shelf illumination, simplify 
a message or relocate a complement­

The printed RFID tag on the 
back of a product’s price sticker.  
An employee told MyBroadband 
they did not really feel the self-
checkout system threatened 
their job, as there was still a lot 
of other work in the store that 
required their attention.  
https://mybroadband.co.za/

 https://mybroadband.co.za/

ary product. Track fittings and modular displays 
are useful precisely because the store can respond 
without waiting for the next capital project.

Testing should be disciplined. Establish a baseline, 
change a limited number of variables and measure 
sales, margin, dwell time or conversion over an 
appropriate period. A category may sell more 
because it has been moved, or because it was dis­
counted at the same time, and the makeover team 
needs to know the difference.

The same review applies to completed projects. 
Customer behaviour can expose assumptions that 
sounded entirely reasonable in the boardroom. 
Post-occupancy checks at different times of the 
day allow the retailer, designer, suppliers and store 
team to correct weak points while the project is 
still fresh.
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plan. They simply find what they came for, notice 
something useful beside it and leave without 
having fought the building.

That is a makeover with more than an opening-
day photograph to show for itself.

â
Free S&R subscription ■

SR

Guy Lerner writes across diverse topics in 
business, technology, and retail, including 
consumer technology, telecommunications 
software, user experience technology, security, 
and power systems. Guy holds a B.Sc. Honours 
degree from the University of Witwatersrand. 
Contact Wilkins Ross Communications (www.
wilkinsrossglobal.com) or guy@wilkinsross.co.za. 

Sources:
https://iol.co.za/business-report/companies/2026-07-09-experience-

led-grocery-retail-reshapes-how-south-africans-shop/
https://www.bizcommunity.com/article/woolworths-unveils-next-gen-
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A store that can keep changing
Over the next 12 to 18 months, more flexible mer­
chandising, layered and intelligent lighting, inter­
active displays, data-led planning and additional 
self-service options are expected. The common 
thread is adaptability. Stores should respond to 
changing ranges, promotions, trading patterns and 
customer expectations without requiring a full 
makeover each time.

That favours movable fittings, adjustable lighting, 
modular zones and technology that can be updated  
without dominating the physical space. It also 
favours restraint. Every new device, sign or promo­
tional unit competes for attention. The store be­
comes smarter when the elements work together,  

not when it contains the highest possible number 
of things with a plug.

Design drives sales by making good decisions 
easier. The route is clear, the product is visible, the 
offer is understandable and the service matches 
the shopping mission. Shoppers may not admire 
the beam angle or compliment the adjacency 
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Ormi Grill implemented 
an integrated slicing and 
weighing approach together 
with Bizerba. The system 
ensures accurate portioning 
across a wide variety of 
cuts, supporting consistent 
product quality while 
streamlining operations in 
the kitchen. https://www.
bizerba.com/
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is a digital evolution

It's official—
we're teaming up with Bizerba! 

 Stay tuned for more on these fabulous
Bizerba products we'll be showcasing...
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Smart stores are not simply stores filled with more 
technology. They are stores where technology quietly 
removes friction from the consumer journey, helps 
teams work more effectively and creates a better 
shopping experience.

The checkout is one of the clearest examples
For years, the traditional till has dictated how consumers 
complete their shopping journey: join a queue, wait for 
a cashier and pay when it is their turn. But consumers 
increasingly expect choice in how they interact with 
retailers. Some prefer personal service. Others would rather 
scan, pay and be on their way.

A smart store caters for both
Self-checkout (SCO) gives retailers an additional checkout 
channel without replacing the traditional till. It gives 
consumers who prefer self-service that option, while 
creating extra checkout capacity during busy trading 
periods.

That becomes particularly valuable when demand suddenly 
peaks. The rush may only last an hour, but queues can 
quickly build at attended tills. Multiple SCO points, 
supported by a shared attendant, allow more consumers 
to complete their purchases at the same time.

Smart checkout: Giving consumers choice while keeping retailers in control

Same store team. More flexible capacity

Smart behind the SCO screen
For the consumer, SCO should feel simple: scan an item, 
place it down, pay and go. Behind that simple journey, 
however, is a significant amount of intelligence.

Arch SCO uses weight verification to check that scanned 
products and the items placed in the weighing area 
remain aligned. For variable-weight products and items 
carrying scale-generated labels, such as meat, the system 
can compare the expected weight with the actual weight 
placed on the SCO.

Importantly, retailers do not need to manually capture the 
weight of every product before introducing SCO. Automatic 
weight learning takes place in the background, allowing the 
system to build product weight information as transactions 
take place.

If something does not 
match, the system can 
pause the relevant part 
of the transaction and 
alert an attendant. 
Regulated or higher-
risk products can also 
trigger an approval, while 
camera functionality 
provides another layer of 
visibility.
The objective is not 
to make the checkout 
process restrictive. It is 
to place sensible controls 
behind an experience 
that remains easy for the 
consumer.

Smarter stores learn from what happens
Smart retail technology should also generate information that 
can be acted on.

Retailers can review SCO usage, 
interventions, weight mismatches 
and transaction patterns to 
understand where shoppers are 
experiencing friction. Queue design, 
signage, product tolerances and 
attendant positioning can then be 
adjusted based on actual behaviour 
rather than assumptions.

And because Arch SCO is ERP-agnostic, this type of smart 
checkout is not limited to retailers already using the wider Arch 
Retail Solutions platform. It can integrate into a range of POS 
and ERP environments, subject to technical assessment.

Ultimately, the smart store is not about replacing people with 
machines.

It is about using technology where it makes the shopping 
journey better.

Give consumers more choice. Keep transactions controlled. 
Add capacity when the rush hits. And make every square 
metre of the store work a little smarter.

To find out more … 
Contact Arch Retail www.archretail.com
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Busy Attended TillsBusy Attended TillsBusy Attended Tills
Self-Checkout absorbing traffic 

during peak trading periods

CUSTOMER DEMAND PEAK

During busy trading periods, retailers 
need more checkout capacity – but 
opening another attended till means 
having the people available to operate it.

SCO changes the model. Multiple checkout points 
can be supported by a shared attendant, giving 
stores additional capacity when queues build 
without requiring additional tills to be opened.

The peak may last  
an hour and SCO gives 
retailers another way 
to absorb the rush.

Retailers do not have to manually 
capture every product weight. 
As products are scanned, the SCO 
learns expected weights automatic­
ally in the background and improves 
the data over time.

The scale-labelled products such 
as meat, SCO compares the weight 
encoded in the label with the actual 
weight on the scale. For those trans­
actions, this can provide stronger 
control than an attended till.

The built-in camera 
supports lane oversight, 
while operator actions can 
be displayed on screen 
for added visibility and 
accountability.

Automatic 
Weight
Learning

Scale-item 
Verification

Security 
Camera 
Visibility

Not  
Unattended

Not  
Unverified

Not  
Isolated

An attendant watches the lanes,  
responds to the lights and steps in 
only when needed.

Weight checks,  
product rules and  
approvals maintain  
control at the  
transaction  
level.

SCO works with the store’s 
existing security, staffing and  
customer-service model.

Attentive  
Responsive 
Ready to Help 
The right support at the right time.

Verified  
Accurate 
Controlled 
Trust every transaction.

Connected  
Collaborative 
Customer-Focused 
Better together across the store.


