The
Experiential
Store for
Health & Beauty
In the second of a three-part whitepaper series from
Red Ant and NBK Retail, we explore how the role of the
store is shifting from transactional to experiential and
what this means for the health and beauty sector.
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Seamless,
not
soulless

In our previous whitepaper, we examined the rise of
the digital store, highlighting the urgency for retailers
to translate the same frictionless experience that
shoppers have grown accustomed to online - but in a
physical setting: seamless checkout, ease of navigation,
personalised real-time promotions, just to name a few.

Today, there’s still a sense of novelty when shoppers
experience a frictionless store, but in the future, digitally
enabled store experiences will become the norm. In the
future, the option to bypass the checkout, for example, will
simply become an expectation. This will be basic hygiene
that retailers must adhere to in order to remain relevant to
their customers.

While it’s essential to invest in the right technology that
facilitates a seamless in-store experience, health and
beauty retailers must also ensure that ‘frictionless’ doesn’t
translate as ‘soulless’. We’re currently in a moment of
transition. Retailers are experimenting with a plethora
of technologies to enhance their in-store environments
and finally bring the physical store into the 21st century;
however, they must ensure that it is friction that they’re
killing - and not the experience.
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What
experiental
retail is
not

Experiential retail must go beyond
the flagship store. While there
is arguably a greater need for
experiential retail in cities, this is
about enhancing the customer
experience across the entire estate.
Don’t underestimate the importance
of consistency here.
Critics will argue that not everyone
needs to create an all-singing,
all-dancing version of their stores
if they can genuinely offer the
best value for money or the most

‘Experiential retail’ has been positioned as

convenient experience. There is

the catch-all solution to the physical store’s

some truth to this - we don’t believe

problems. Before we make our case for

Aldi or Lidl, for example, will look

experiential retail, let’s debunk a few myths

very different by 2030.

because, let’s face it, ‘experience’ can be a
fluffy word.
Firstly, experiential retail is not chucking
a few gyms and prosecco bars in your
stores and carrying on as usual. It requires
a titanic cultural shift, where sales
associates are equipped with new skills
and are incentivised to provide excellent
service. Health and beauty customers in
particular want more than just the latest
colour palettes and skincare ranges –
they’re looking for the personal touch from
a trusted consultant who knows them
and their beauty regime, and they expect
retailers to be able to provide that.
Similarly, how will retailers measure
success when the store’s role is no longer
purely about selling? Traditional metrics
like sales densities and like-for-like sales
growth are entirely irrelevant in today’s
omnichannel world.

However, even retailers like Primark
are recognising the need to
incorporate experiences into some
of their stores - from hair salons to
Disney-themed cafes.
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The case for
experiental
retail
1) Less selling space
required in a digital era
In our previous whitepaper, we explored the
rapid rise of e-commerce over the past
decade, now accounting for approximately
20% of UK retail sales. Despite what
many media outlets claim, it’s not
exactly the death knell for bricks &
mortar retail but we must acknowledge that
the growth of health and beauty e-commerce
has partially come at the expense of physical
retail. We now have an oversupply of retail space and it is no longer fit for purpose.
As retail adapts to the digital age, less square footage will be required for
products on shelves. Hence, there is a sizeable opportunity for retailers in
the health and beauty sector, department stores in particular, to address
the issue of underutilised space while redefining their raison d’etre by
providing unique and memorable experiences.

It’s not exactly the death knell for
bricks & mortar retail but we must
acknowledge that the growth of health
and beauty e-commerce has partially
come at the expense of physical retail.
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2) Differentiate from utilitarian
nature of e-commerce
We live in a ubiquitously connected world where
consumers are inundated with choice. We have access
to billions of health, skincare and cosmetic products
right at our fingertips and, in the future, shoppers will
be able to completely opt out of the transaction as
basic goods are automatically replenished. The rise of
pervasive computing means we no longer need a store
or a screen to shop. The rollout of 5G will accelerate the
growth of the Internet of Things (IoT) which means that
our lives will get easier, our homes will get smarter and
we’ll spend less time buying the essentials. Shopping
will become completely and utterly effortless. In theory,
we’ll never have to step foot outside our homes again.
But, of course, most of us will. It’s just that our needs
and expectations of a physical shop will drastically
change. Customer experience will become the new
currency, and therefore retailers must ensure they’re
providing a genuine sense of place, giving shoppers a
compelling reason to ditch their screens.

3) Peak stuff: experiential
retail reflects shift in consumer
spending patterns
Over the next couple of decades, we could very well see
the word ‘store’ disappear. The traditional role of a ‘store’
is to sell products, but now it’s clear that stores must
also sell experiences. They must sell a lifestyle.
By becoming more experience- and service-led, health
and beauty retailers can add a social dimension to their
brand, enabling them to not only differentiate from
online rivals but also tap into consumer spending shifts.
Today, when consumers part with their hard-earned
cash, they are increasingly spending on experiences and
items that make them feel good, instead of buying more
material goods. For example, GlobalData predicts that

Stores must be repositioned as genuine destinations
because, for all its perks, online shopping is still quite
functional - perhaps a more accurate term would be
‘online purchasing’. And herein lies the opportunity

health and beauty will be the fastest growing industry
sector over the next five years, with the UK market alone
reaching £26.7bn by 2022 , while spending on women’s
clothing declined by 2% over the last year.

for bricks & mortar retail. Product alone is no longer

Meanwhile, products are becoming services, as

enough. What retailers have realised, including Harrods

consumers increasingly prioritise access over

with its opulent new beauty hall, and Boots with its

ownership. And the rise in urbanisation means that

‘reinvention’ of the retail space for beauty customers, is

retailers must adapt to consumers with very different

that it’s time to inject some personality and soul back

needs - by 2050, two-thirds of the world population will

into our stores. It’s time to reinvent the retail space to

live in cities according to the UN. Naturally, this means

become less about retail. It’s time to create desirable

we’ll see a greater focus on expansion of smaller, city-

places offering immersive, memorable experiences that

centre formats, but retailers must also ensure that these

you just can’t get online.

are social hubs where urban dwellers can do much
more than shop.
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Health and beauty
retail is going
back to the future

“A store should be a social centre,
not merely a place for shopping.”
Mr Harry Gordon Selfridge

We may be in an era of unprecedented change but the

This is apt advice for health and beauty retailers today,

fundamentals of retailing haven’t changed all that much

who must distance themselves from the utilitarian

- shoppers still value price, quality and convenience. But

nature of online shopping by focusing on the areas that

expectations today are supercharged, and shoppers are

most e-commerce sites lack, which is mainly the

demanding the kind of hyper-local, personalised service

ability to:

provided by the milkmen of yesteryear.

✔ Inspire

In many ways, retail is going back to the future. Mr Harry

✔ Curate

Gordon Selfridge himself once famously said that a

✔ Tap into the local community

store “should be a social centre, not merely a place

✔ Surprise and delight

for shopping.”

✔ Offer a human touch

In the future, we’ll see a divergence between functional and fun shopping, the latter being a sizeable opportunity for
physical retail. Health and beauty retailers should be aiming for an experience that is worthy of an admission fee.
In reality, few retailers will be able to pull off charging shoppers for the pleasure of walking through their doors, but
having an ‘admission fee’ mentality will be critical to ensure that the customer experience is top of mind.
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The
white glove
experience
Just as the role of the store must evolve, so must
the role of the store associate. As we explored in our
previous whitepaper, the sales associate must be able
to demonstrate genuine expertise, offering advice and
personal recommendations in order to become a ‘trusted
shopping companion’. This is especially important for
the health and beauty sector - in the future, what were
once considered VIP services will be democratised as
more mainstream retailers recognise the benefits of
offering concierge-level service.
Already today, retailers like John Lewis are sending
their staff to theatre training and giving their employees
a voice by allowing them to directly engage on social
media. Now we must acknowledge that the partnership
model means John Lewis employees are already
genuine brand ambassadors and are therefore lightyears
ahead of the competition when it comes to employee
trust and engagement.

Customer-led clienteling clearly
pays. Being able to provide a oneto-one, face-to-face personalised
service has the power to increase
sales and drive loyalty.
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But regardless of ownership structure, retailers must aim
to provide that white glove experience, and already we’re
beginning to see the democratisation of services such
as personal shopping in store. Last year, John Lewis
noted that a whopping 20% of womenswear sales in one
of its stores were generated by just six personal stylists.
And, as part of its refurbishment, Boots has introduced
200 independent beauty specialists in-store, each of
whom have had ‘immersive’ training on products and
how to give customers the right advice.

27% of consumers
said that ‘having
an expert to talk to’
would make going
to a shop worth
their while.
Customer-led clienteling clearly pays – being able to
provide a one-to-one, face-to-face personalised service
has the power to increase sales and encourage loyalty.
In fact, in our own survey, 27% of consumers said that
‘having an expert to talk to’ would make going to a shop
worth their while. A similar number (29%) of respondents
agreed that they would spend more money if a sales
associate recommended something to complement their
purchase (based on what they have previously bought or
have on their wish list).
At the end of the day, the most important rule in retail
is being relevant to your customers. Technology can
help retailers to augment the human touch, allowing
them to adapt and thrive in today’s digital world. Today’s
consumers may be hyper-informed and accustomed
to shopping on their terms, but they still value human
interaction particularly when it comes to advice and
inspiration around the skincare and beauty products
they’re looking to buy.
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Conclusion

Today, we often say that customer expectations have gone through the roof and there’s never been a better time to
be a shopper. This is true, but looking ahead to the future, it’s only going to get better for the customer - and more
complicated for the retailer. Retailers in the health and beauty sector will have to work even harder to surprise and
delight their customers, as ‘experiential retail’ goes from differentiator to norm.
So how do they do it? Equipping staff with the tech they need to offer specialist, personalised information and a VIP
service is a good place to start. Clienteling and consultancy shouldn’t be beyond the reach of retailers who want to build
an experience which gets customers off their sofas and into their stores - those tasked with upgrading what they offer
in-store will have to make sure that all the digital tools are in place to allow beauty consultants and advisors to offer a
flawless service.

Coming next: ‘Store of the Future: the Fulfilment Hub’ will explore
how retailers can leverage their physical infrastructure and start
to see their stores as assets with the operational ability to cater
for today’s ‘on-my-terms’ shopper.
If you want to find out how to deliver the ultimate in health and
beauty consultation today, get in touch:
0845 459 3333
enquiries@redant.com
www.redant.com

