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Abstract

Purpose – The study aims to explore how concept stores (theoretically) differ from other experience-based
retail formats, and hence, how they (practically) contribute to a diversified retail store portfolio.
Design/methodology/approach – Case study based on semi-structured, qualitative interviews with seven
IKEAretailmanagers, three industry experts and 26 customers of IKEAconcept stores inLondonandStockholm.
Findings – The concept store represents a conceptual departure from other experiential store formats. It is
neither fully experiential in the sense that it is not only aboutmarketing communications nor is it sales or profit-
focused. Its aim is to be an accessible touchpoint that reduces friction on a diversified customer journeywith its
value to the retail portfolio being that it attracts new and latent customers, mitigates existing inhibiting factors
and drives them to other touchpoints.
Research limitations/implications – Ideas about the different characteristics of new store formats and
their potential to shape the customer experience are extended. New formats reflect innovation in retailing and
are part of a retail portfolio which generates different customer expectations and determinants from traditional
store formats which provide the customers’ existing reference point.
Practical implications – The contributions of new formats should be evaluated in light of other existing
formats in the portfolio and not isolated. This is particularly true when considering format cannibalisation and
the potentially extended customer journey that arises when customers use traditional format stores and new
concept format stores simultaneously.
Originality/value – Previous research, using sales metrics and market-based results as performance
determinants, suggests negative outcomes for formatdiversification. Our study suggests that the contributions of
the concept store format should beviewed froman overall customer journeyperspective and the “performance” of
different format based touchpoints are not best captured through traditional sales evaluation methods.
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1. Introduction
Retailing is undergoing a significant structural transformation. During the last decade or so,
we have witnessed the closure of many physical stores (e.g. Grewal et al., 2017; Helm et al.,
2018), yet at the same time, some online retailers are opening physical stores and showrooms
andmany long established retailers continue to supplement their existing store portfolio with
new and innovative store formats (e.g. Hultman et al., 2017). This activity suggests that the
physical retail store is not “dead” but its role and function in the customer journey is
changing.

Retail format development is a crucial part of retail innovation since the store format
represents the key point of contact with customers (e.g. Reynolds et al., 2007) and is the place
where the majority of customer transactions take place. The reasons for investing in new
store formats are diverse but represent a response to a changing retail environment driven by
changes in customer behaviours, urbanisation and technological progress (Hultman et al.,
2017) and are ways to achieve growth in a challenging retail landscape (e.g. Dawson, 2000;
Edelman and Singer, 2015; Verhoef et al., 2015). New formats allow retailers to distinguish
themselves from their competitors, to appeal to an existing target market, to attract a new
target market (e.g. Gonz�alez-Benito et al., 2005; Levy et al., 2014) or to offer more
geographically (e.g. Severin et al., 2001; Jones et al., 2003; Jaravaza and Chitando, 2013) or
emotionally accessible locations (e.g. de Lassus and Anido Freire, 2014), increasing the
chance of more spontaneous shopping trips and purchases (e.g. L�eo and Philippe, 2002).

Research by Rhee and Bell (2002) suggests that a positive customer experience, resulting
in store attachment, is linked to a specific retail format and the product assortment offered.
Accordingly, retailers are developing store portfolios comprising different types of formats
that are tailored to different segments and markets (e.g. Reynolds et al., 2007; Brown, 2010;
Sorescu et al., 2011) and which attract customers with different purposes and underlying
needs and values (e.g. Jayasankaraprasad and Kathyayani, 2014). For example, while larger
out-of-town formats tend to be for planned visits where the customer is looking for a
particular product, stores in urban locations often attract more spontaneous shoppers aiming
for locational and time convenience, impulsive buying or social experiences (e.g.
Jayasankaraprasad and Kathyayani, 2014; Hultman et al., 2017).

The underlying rationale and purpose of new retail store formats is often captured in the
nomenclature used to categorise them. Format development is historically related to
differences in scale (hyper-, super- and mini-market) or products lines sold (department store,
specialist store and category killers) and more recently reflected a more nuanced
understanding of customer values and behavioural motives (discount-, convenience- and
organic-store). The adoption of customer value based segmentation has seen the emergence of
several experience-based store formats, which focus more on the customer relationship with a
retailer brand rather than acting as a place of transaction or sales per se.

Research has identified several different types of experience-based store formats
including themed brand stores (e.g. Sherry, 1998; Borghini et al., 2009), flagship brand stores
(Sherry, 1998; Kozinets et al., 2002) and pop-up stores (Niehm et al., 2007; Surchi, 2011; de
Lassus and Freire, 2014; Picot-Coupey, 2014; Robertson et al., 2018), all of which emphasise
unique, dramatic, engaging, exciting and/or theme-park-like brand experiences, which
typically encourage recreational (Kaltcheva and Weitz, 2006) or experiential (Verhoef et al.,
2009) shoppers. However, as this study will show, a new kind of experience-based store
format has now emerged, onewhich is not yet well understood by researchers. Closely related
to flagship stores and pop-up stores, so-called concept stores are also experience-based retail
formats in which direct sales are often not necessarily the immediate goal. The emergence of
the concept store relates to the wider appreciation of the customer journey with several
associated customer touchpoints along this journey. Previously, the store was primarily the
culmination of the customer journey, where the customer physically engagedwith the retailer
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andwhere transactions took place. The concept store, aswill be shown in this article, provides
a different—not necessarily transactional role—in the customer journey.

Just like their more exciting siblings, concept stores offer “softer” values such as
inspiration, presence, availability and image. However, unlike other experience-based store
formats, the concept store is not necessarily a dramatic or exciting place where customers are
attracted by the promise of exclusive and exceptional experiences. In fact, concept stores
often appear to be rathermundane in terms of the experience presented. They offer customers
convenience, accessibility and reassurance rather than drama and exclusivity. This does not
just represent a “weaker” version of the experience offered by other experience-based stores
but a different kind of experience. This also means that retail managers need to understand
how they should effectively evaluate the contribution and performance of these stores and
plan for further expansion and/or diversification within the store portolio.

The aim of this article is to better understand concept stores and how they contribute to a
diversified retail format portfolio. To fulfil this aim, we performed an exploratory study of
international home furnishing giant IKEA’s concept stores, which are also called “planning
studios”. Since direct sales are not necessarily the primary aim in concept stores, evaluating
them on the basis of financial productivity (e.g. Dunne and Lusch, 1999; Kumar and Karande,
2000; McGoldrick, 2002; Hernant and Bostr€om, 2010) is not especially illuminating. We,
therefore, investigated how a concept store contributes to the customer journeywithin a retail
format portfolio from a customer experience standpoint. Since customer experience is
co-created (e.g. Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2003; Chandler and Lusch, 2015; De Keyser et al.,
2015; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016) we explore the concept store from the perspectives of three
different actors in the retail ecosystem and consider to what extent these perspectives are
aligned or misaligned. Our findings suggest that concept stores can be understood as a new
kind of experience-based store format, one that is conceptually distinct from brand stores,
flagship stores, brand museums and pop-up stores. We, hence, contribute to theoretical
discussions about retail formats by defining a new format, namely the concept store and
clarifying how it differs from other experience-based store formats.

2. Literature review
While there is no established scholarly definition of a concept store, Triki and Hakimi (2017)
suggest that they typically include innovative store elements (i.e. creative design and in-store
technology) and a limited store assortment consisting of private label items. During our
research into concept stores, we have observed that they are not sales generating in the
traditional sense and direct sales are not necessarily the immediate goal of the concept store.
Instead, they offer something other than sales—namely a wealth of “softer” values such as
inspiration, presence, availability and image—which contribute to and build a relationship
between the customer and retailer. In this, they are similar to other experience-based store
formats such as flagship brand stores, which according to Kozinets et al. (2002), aim to
reinforce the brand rather than drive profit, or pop-up stores, which focus on communication
(Surchi, 2011), brand enhancement (Robertson et al., 2018) and producing demand rather than
generating revenue (Ryu, 2011; Picot-Coupey, 2014). However, existing literature describes
these experience-based stores as dramatic stages (Kozinets et al., 2002; Picot-Coupey, 2014)
offering powerful experiences (Dolbec and Chebat, 2013) of fast-moving consumer goods or
luxury brands, which “take the branding concept to an extreme level” (Kozinets et al., 2002,
p. 17) and which can work as marketing tools by creating buzz and word-of-mouth (e.g.
Marciniak and Budnarowska, 2010; Picot-Coupey, 2014; Klein et al., 2016).

From this we get a glimpse of what is conceptually/theoretically different about concept
stores. While most experience-based stores offer recreational (Kaltcheva and Weitz, 2006) or
experiential (Verhoef et al., 2009) shoppers hedonic, dramatic, exciting and extraordinary
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experiences, concept stores are designed and located so that they can inspire and assist task-
oriented shoppers with more mundane and practical tasks during their everyday lives.

During our research, we noted that, like other experience-based store formats, concept
stores seek to increase brand awareness and positive brand associations. However, they are a
broader attempt at format development to support or supplement the whole retail portfolio
than flagship stores, which tend to offer unique, theme-park-like experiences in exclusive
locations and, hence, are more limited in number (e.g. Kozinets et al., 2002).While theymay be
somewhat experimental in nature, concept stores are intended as permanent additions to a
retail portfolio. This is in contrast to pop-up stores, which are ephemeral in nature and are
often established in temporary locations as a low cost way to explore a newmarket (de Lassus
and Freire, 2014; Picot-Coupey, 2014; Warnaby et al., 2015; Klein et al., 2016; Robertson et al.,
2018; Henkel and Toporowski, 2021).

In their recent study of the evolution of retail formats, Gauri et al. noted that new retail
formats should choose between one of two paths: “either (1) reduce friction in the consumer’s
shopping process or (2) enhance the shopping experience” (2020, p. 8). In other words, they
should either make the customer journey easier or more exciting. To date, the experience-
based stores conceptualised by retail researchers largely follow the second path. Flagship
stores, pop-up stores and brand museums enhance the shopping experience by making it
extraordinary (Jahn et al., 2018). As highlighted in empirical studies of American Girl Place
(Borghini et al., 2009), Niketown (Sherry, 1998) and ESPN Zone (Sherry et al., 2001), flagship
stores are “experiential retail spaces tailored to deliver a powerful brand experience” (Dolbec
and Chebat, 2013, p. 460). They are destinations (Kozinets et al., 2002) where recreational
shoppers can expect to be excited by interactive extravaganzas featuring relatively fast-
moving and low involvement consumer goods such as running shoes, sports or designer dolls
(e.g. Sherry, 1998; Sherry et al., 2001; Borghini et al., 2009).

Concept stores, however, tend more towards the first of Gauri et al.’s (2020) two suggested
paths. Although they are experience-based rather than sales-driven, concept stores seek to
inspire rather than to excite by offering task-oriented shoppers a more ordinary shopping
experience featuring targeted selections of products (e.g. related to bedrooms or kitchens) in
an everyday, geographically accessible (city centre, high street) location, with advice and
reassurance provide by informed personnel. They provide an easier alternative to larger, less
accessible, out-of-town stores and are noteworthy less for their difference from other high
street stores and more for their departure from the usual format offered by that particular
retailer. As such they perform a touchpoint role “reducing friction” in the customer
experience.

Interesting managerial challenges arise as a result of new investments in format
development across a retail store portfolio. While research that uses traditional sales metrics
and market-based measures has indicated negative outcomes for format diversification
(e.g. Shi et al., 2017), some researchers have attempted to capture the positive effects of format
diversification, such as increased sales across channels (Avery et al., 2012) or the positive
effects of differentiated store layout and atmosphere in different formats (e.g. Jain and
Bagdare, 2009; Van Rompay et al., 2011). Jahn et al. demonstrated that soft values, namely
differentiated customer experiences from different physical store formats, can be translated
into postitive economic outcomes, “such as increased store purchase, cross-channel purchase
intention, and brand buzz” (2018, p. 421). However, Jahn et al.’s study focused on flagship
stores, which as already mentioned, offer a very different kind of customer experience from
that offered in concept stores. It is, perhaps, not surprising that dramatic and extraordinary
customer experiences can be translated into positive economic outcomes. Experientially-
oriented shoppers may be excited enough to pay an entry fee (Hollenbeck et al., 2008) or to
accept relatively higher prices (Dolbec andChebat, 2013) for exclusive products, for the chance
to be the first to experience a new brand or product extension (e.g. Robertson et al., 2018), or for
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the “privilege of learning more about the brand, company, and product” (Borghini et al., 2009,
p. 364). But what about experience-based store formats that offer less exciting customer
experiences? How should we evaluate their contribution to a retail portfolio?

Understanding the role of the concept store in the wider customer journey is crucial to
evaluating their contribution. Concept store customers are unlikely (and often unable) to
make cash-and-carry purchases in-store. They might order items for delivery—from retail
personnel or independently, in-store or online, in the moment or later on—but they might
equally just leave with increased brand awareness, reassurance and positive (or negative)
brand associations that will impact their decisionmaking for future purchases. As such, these
formats should be perceived (andmeasured) in respect of the total customer journey. Concept
stores are not merely marketing communication tools that seek to create a buzz or a brand
connection. They should inspire sales, at some point in the customer journey, but those
transactions do not need to occur in-store. Consequently traditional, sales-based, metrics (e.g.
Dunne and Lusch, 1999; Kumar and Karande, 2000; McGoldrick, 2002; Hernant and Bostr€om,
2010), provide little understanding of how a concept store might contribute to a wider retail
portfolio. And yet evaluation is essential in order to successfully manage these new concept
stores. This study seeks to explore this gap by identifying what sort of experience a concept
store offers consumers and, hence, how the format contributes to a wider retail store portfolio
and the overall customer journey and customer experience.

3. Theoretical perspective
The idea that a customer journey ismade up ofmultiple contacts and touchpointswith a retail
organisation – for examplewith diverse store formats or channels – each ofwhich contributes
to the overall customer experience is now widely accepted (e.g. Pine and Gilmore, 1998; Jain
and Bagdare, 2009; Verhoef et al., 2009; Bagdare and Jain, 2013; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). It
is also recognised that customer experience is co-created (e.g. Prahalad and Ramaswamy,
2003; Chandler and Lusch, 2015; De Keyser et al., 2015; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016) and cannot
be understood in isolation (Verhoef et al., 2009). A customer experience is constructed through
emotional, cognitive, social and sensorial components created during the customer journey
(e.g. Schmitt, 2003; Verhoef et al., 2009; Homburg et al., 2015; Lemon andVerhoef, 2016), where
experiences occur each time the customer interacts with any part of the service, product, store
and brand, across various points in time and space (e.g. Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010; Pantano
and Viassone, 2015; Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016).

As noted by Van Doorn et al. (2010), consumers can engage with a brand or firm through
multiple channels, so these channels and interactions have an important role in the customer
experience being created. Key decisive moments between the retailer and the customer are
known as touchpoints, and specific touchpoints contribute to customer experience in
different stages of the customer journey (e.g. Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). The customer
journey contains multiple activities (i.e. product search, evaluation, purchase and after-sale
behaviour) across channels and is, hence, shaped by amyriad of touchpoints. Particular store
formats can represent a key touchpoint in retail, in particular in stores that are purposefully
designed to build or reinforce the brand rather than to make direct sales (e.g. Borghini et al.,
2009; Jahn et al., 2018).

However, customer experiences are contextually interpreted and unique, meaning that
they emerge irrespective of whether a firm recognises and shapes the experience or not
(Vargo and Lusch, 2008). An experience is not only created by attributes controlled by the
firm, such as the store environment, personnel and the merchandise, but also by attributes
beyond their control, such as shopping motivation or the influence of other customers
(McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015) and customer owned devices used in various situations. New
formats can also create negative experieces, for example by confusing the customer or not
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fulfilling customer expectations (e.g. Hultman et al., 2017). It is therefore important to
understand if the customer experience thatmanagement believes is being generated by a new
format (touchpoint) is experienced or perceived in the same way by customers.

When reviewing the literature, we find that the overall customer experience along the
whole customer journey seems to be hard to measure. A myriad of metrics take different
narrow approaches when evaluating the customer experience (e.g. Zeithaml et al., 1996; Klaus
and Maklan, 2012; Schmidt-Subramanian, 2014; Klaus, 2015). Most commonly, satisfaction
perceptual metrics based on a single transaction at a specific point in time are used (e.g.
Fernandez and Highett-Smith, 2015; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). Customer experience
measurements that include a multidimensional perspective in order to capture the full
experience of the entire customer journey are less prevelant (Lemon andVerhoef, 2016).While
we do not seek to directly answer Lemon and Verhoef’s call for an uncomplicated means of
evaluation to determine and measure customer experience at different touchpoints (e.g.
Morganosky and Cude, 2000; Bhatnagar and Ratchford, 2004; Verhoef et al., 2015; Hultman
et al., 2017; Shi et al., 2017), we hope to highlight some of the factors that might be important in
doing so. Our aim is to identify and explore how a concept store format contributes to the
customer journey from a customer experience standpoint and, since we recognise experience
as co-created, we also examine whether retail managers understand the contribution of this
new touchpoint in the same way as their customers do.

4. Method
Our case study is exploratory in nature, meaning that we aim to open discussions about the
concept store as a new store format and to make tentative suggestions for future, more
conclusive, research. We focus on qualitatively reconnoitring the concept store format, from
multiple perspectives: that of customers, industry experts and managers. Non-probability
sampling was used to strategically select participants for their characteristics and the
insights they possess (Saunders et al., 2009). In this case, that meant either relevant
knowledge and experience of the concept store format or extensive knowledge of the retail
market and the external determinants fuelling the development of new store formats.
Different types of non-probability sampling were then applied depending on the type of
source. Consumers were chosen through in-store convenience sampling, business managers
were found through snowball sampling, and industry experts were purposively chosen.

We chose to build a case around IKEA’s city-centre concept stores for three reasons. First,
IKEA’s concept store development is unique (Yin, 1994) when considered against the
backdrop of its long-term adherence to format consistency. Despite being well-established in
numerous countries, IKEA is famous for its loyalty to a single store format—the blue and
yellow-box warehouse—with the layout and location of different departments generally
being identical in every store (Johansson and Thelander, 2009). However, IKEA is now
starting to diversify its store portfolio with urban multi-level full range stores, order and
collect outlets, in-city reduced range stores and concept stores such as that under
investigation in this study. While it is not uncommon for retailers to open new, smaller
“transactional” formats that are similar to their traditional stores, the level of innovation and
degree of diversification from the “norm” are relatively high in IKEA’s concept stores. They,
hence represent a potentially revelatory case (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Second, IKEA
represents an instrumental case for exploratory purposes (Yin, 1994). Since IKEA’s concept
stores in London and Stockholmwere launched as recently as 2017, previous studies on IKEA
store formats (e.g. Johansson and Thelander, 2009; Jonsson and Foss, 2011; Hultman et al.,
2017) have not explored this particular type of format. The chosen case therefore enables us to
detect new and valuable insights, which makes it highly suitable as an exploratory device.
Third, our choice of industry represents an empirical departure from previous studies of the
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economic outcomes of customer experience in new format stores. Furniture retail is slower
moving and less dramatic than the empirical contexts explored in previous studies of flagship
stores—another format designed to build or reinforce the brand rather than to make direct
sales (e.g. Sherry, 1998; Sherry et al., 2001; Kozinets et al., 2002; Borghini et al., 2009) and
involves higher-priced products that require pre-purchase planning. As highlighted by van
Rompay et al. (2012), task-oriented shoppers with clear outcomes in mind value different
elements of store format than those engaging in more hedonic consumption.

Semi-structured interviews were used to question 26 customers about their experience in
three IKEA city-centre concept stores—also called planning studios—in London (n5 9) and
Stockholm (n 5 17) and what role their visit to the concept store played in their customer
journeys. A planning studio concept store is much smaller in size than a traditional IKEA
warehouse store and is dedicated to one product category—in this case kitchen (Stockholm)
and kitchen and bedroom (London). These sites were selected because of geographical
closeness and access. However, they are also good examples of the concept store format
where customers can plan and order but not buy products in store. They are stores in the
sense that customers can find inspiration, plan, decide and order but they cannot make direct
purchases and they do not take products with them from the store. Anything the customer
orders and purchases from the store is home delivered. As a customer, you can walk in and
look but the idea is to book time with planning staff to get advice and help. A summary
comparison between IKEA’s city-centre concept stores and their traditional warehouse store
format can be found in Table 1.

We also interviewed seven managers at IKEA (different countries) as well as three
industry experts. The interviews were coupled with internal documentation in order to
increase our understanding of how management felt that these new formats contributed to
the retail portfolio. Participants were encouraged to think freely and to base their answers on
personal experience and interviewers emphasised that there was no “right” answer. For
example, managers were encouraged to not only describe how new format stores are
managed, but also how they should be managed.

Our prime objective is not to generalise but, instead, to create a thick and credible (Geertz,
1973) description of how concept stores (theoretically) differ from other experience-based
store formats and how a concept store can (practically) contribute to a retail portfolio from a
customer experience perspective. IKEA’s journey from traditional (sales based) formats to
new (relationship building) formats, will not be identical to that undertaken by other retailers.
Nevertheless, it includes decisions and balances that other firms should consider in their own
format development journeys.

City-centre concept stores Traditional (yellow box) warehouse stores

500–1,000 m2 20,000 m2 or more
Urban location Out-of-town location
One or two product categories Numerous categories
Orders placed online with personnel Largely self-service
Personnel available for brief questions Personnel available for brief questions
Showrooms and inspiration in focus Inspiration areas for all product categories
No products for take-home purchase Large assortment of large and small items
Screens and tablets for inspiration and orders Digital screens with product information
Self-service computers for planning Self-service computers for product info
Calmness and space “Maze” layout to guide the customer
Co-creation areas for interaction with Restaurant, food market and kids’ playroom
No cash payment allowed Most payment types accepted

Table 1.
Comparison between

IKEA’s concept stores
and traditional

warehouse stores
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5. Findings
In this section we will present our findings on how concept stores contribute to a retail
portfolio from a customer experience standpoint. Concept stores are a relatively new format
development for IKEA and, as such, their role in the overall customer journey and their
contribution to an increasingly diversified retail store portfolio are not always evident. In any
new format development a misalignment may arise between what the organisation is
presenting to the market and how the market (customer) perceives it and an assessment of
this provides an indication of how the format is experienced and fits into the overall customer
journey. When analysing our empirical material, it became clear that the expectations of
customers, managers and experts with respect to this new retail format were not always
aligned. Since it is not within a retailer’s ability to completely control the customer experience
and since new formats can create negative as well as positive experiences, it is important to
understand if the customer experience that managers and experts believe to be generated by
a new format is experienced or perceived in the same way by customers. With this in mind,
when identifying the factors generating the customer experiences and perceptions of the
concept store, we will also focus on comparing the differing perspectives of the various actors
in our study, highlighting both alignments and misalignments between how each group
understands the ways in which the concept store format contributes to the customer journey
and its role in the retail portfolio. In the following short sections, we will elaborate on which of
our findings represent aligned perspectives and which represent misaligned perspectives.
These findings are summarised in Table 2.

5.1 Aligned perspectives: accessibilty, awareness, inspiration and new touchpoints
As highlighted in previous research (e.g. Jain and Bagdare, 2009; Verhoef et al., 2009; Van
Doorn et al., 2010; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016), consumers today are exercising greater
influence on the retail experience as a whole. The customers, industry experts and managers

Alignments Misalignments

Accessibility Differentiated experience
Customers, managers and experts agreed that city-
centre concept stores are an important tool for
increasing market penetration because of their
favourable location

While managers and experts worried about consistency
of format and product offering (compared to the
traditional store), customers emphasised that a
differentiated experience attracted them to concept
stores

Awareness Relative accessibility
Adding new touchpoints (in the form of concept stores)
attracts customers that would otherwise have bought
from a competitor

How accessible customers perceive the concept store to
be (in terms of location) depends on the relative size of
the city in which it is located. Managers and experts did
not seem to consider this factor

Inspiration Access to personnel
Customers visit concept stores to find inspiration or
for an appointment. They were not upset that they
could not make direct purchases in-store

Lack of evening and drop-in appointments made
concept-store personnel seem inaccessible to customers.
Meanwhile, managers suggest that availability of
personnel in concept stores is higher than in traditional
stores

New touchpoints Traditional touchpoints
Concept store customers add new digital touchpoints to
their journey by ordering online during or after a visit

Managers hoped concept stores would entice new
customers to visit traditional stores but concept-store
customers were generally unwilling to do so

Table 2.
Alignments and
misalignments
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interviewed as part of this study all echoed this sentiment from their own particular point of
view. Both managers and experts explained that customers want accessibility, not least
because todaymany urban dwellers do not own cars. And in linewith studies suggesting that
store location is the most important factor for consumers when choosing where to make their
purchase (e.g. Severin et al., 2001; Jones et al., 2003; Jaravaza and Chitando, 2013), time-poor
consumers indicated that they do not have the time or inclination to visit a traditional out-of-
town IKEA store. Instead, as also noted by Hultman et al. (2017) in their study on format
development of IKEA in Germany, they visited the city-centre stores during their lunch
breaks and, thus, the concept store can be seen as a new accessible touchpoint on a diversified
customer journey. For example, Henrik, explained that he had not visited a traditional IKEA
store for several years because of its location. “I do not have time to go back and forth because
of work”. He went on to state that had the concept store not been located in the city centre, he
would not have purchased an IKEA kitchen:

I looked at a kitchen from another company here in the city, and I think I would’ve bought it from
them if this store was not available since it would have been a much smoother process. (Henrik)

Managers and customers used differing terminology to describe the location generated
advantages of the concept store but this, nevertheless, indicates an alignment in perspectives.
Customers referred to the urban location of the concept stores in terms of accessibility,
availability and increased awareness. Managers translated this into increased market
penetration and competitiveness and indicated that these would be the outcome of offering
new touchpoints that captured customers with changing needs. By penetration they referred
to attracting new customers as well as latent customers (i.e. those who have not visited IKEA
for several years). The city-centre concept store seems, hence, to be an important tool for
increasing penetration through increased awareness and availability. This became apparent
during interviews in London, where customers described how they walked past when
shopping for similar products and subsequently considered buying a kitchen from IKEA.

I’m here today to get inspiration for a kitchen we’re helping our son to purchase, but I was not
necessary planning to visit IKEA today. I live nearby and was running some errands in the area,
passed the store, and thought I might as well have a look. I like the store and it’s very practical for
these kind of situations. (Gabrielle)

Hence, in line with previous research (e.g. Jayasankaraprasad and Kathyayani, 2014;
Hultman et al., 2017), including studies of luxury pop-up stores (e.g. Picot-Coupey, 2014; Klein
et al., 2016), IKEA could be seen as successfully attracting spontaneous and formerly latent
customers due to the favourable locations and wider geographical accessibility of their
concept stores.

Adding new touchpoints (in the form of new store formats) in the customer journey also
seems to improve competitiveness, as new format stores can creating a positive experience
for customers (e.g. Jain and Bagdare, 2009). Part of IKEA’s strategy of opening stores in city
centres includes responding to increased competition. Consumers in both London and
Stockholm expressed, in line with the following quote from Sven, that if IKEA did not have a
city-centre store, they probably would have bought a kitchen from a competitor instead.

The store is awesome. I do not have the energy nor the desire to visit any of the big stores. It’s just too
tiresome; too big, takes too much time and there is just people everywhere creating a mess. I would
seriously not buy a kitchen from IKEA in the future if I had to do the planning over there, haha. Like,
if this store was not available. (Sven)

Hence, in contrast to Shi et al. (2017), who found negative results for format diversification in
terms of reduced competitiveness, our findings indicate that diversification into city-centre
locations with a differentiated offer actually allows IKEA to maintain competitiveness while
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attracting latent customers by providing a positive the customer experience, mainly because
the format diversification provided a new touchpoint to the customer journey. There are
overlaps here with research that found pop-up stores also tend to be strategically located in
accessible, high trafficked areas (Surchi, 2011), comprise a different product assortment from
their parent stores, and display innovativeness and in merchandising and layout (Picot-
Coupey, 2014).

Besides an attractive location, both existing customers and latent customers described
concept stores as a source of inspiration. Managers at IKEA explained that the concept of the
store should be clearly stated in order to avoid customers being disappointed that they cannot
purchase products directly in store. However, in line with findings from previous research
(Van Rompay et al., 2011), customers who visited the store with the intention of finding
inspiration or for a booked planning appointment (i.e. task-oriented shoppers) knew what to
expect in terms of the niche product category showcased andwere not upset by not being able
to purchase products directly. They understood that the concept store had a particular
purpose and role and was not a traditional sales focused outlet. This is highlighted in the
following quote from Lydia who was visiting the London store for her first planning session.

It’s like. . . right now the purpose is to plan a kitchen so It’s not like you want loads of people coming
in and buying napkins. So maybe it would just end up being people everywhere. And also I would
just get really distracted, and I do not reallywant to get distracted by straws or napkins haha. (Lydia)

In order to access IKEA’s full range of products, customers at the concept stores need to order
online—i.e. to engage with another touchpoint to complete the customer journey. When
ordering, some customers add products that are not necessarily related to the kitchen or
storage solution planned. Some add items to their online basket via their mobile devices as
they stroll around the store while others take photos of inspiring items so that they can look
them up (and perhaps order) later. Visiting the concept store, therefore, appears to motivate
customers, like Henrik, to add digital touchpoints to their journey, which in turnmay result in
increased sales.

I’ve a basket that’s open in the phone so that I can add things beyond the things I’ve plannedwith the
personnel. I can simply add those things to the same basket so that the delivery is quicker. So, it is not
just kitchen things I’ve added but also some things for my bathroom and so on. It’s great because I
can add things when I’m home as well, eh like, I do not necessarily have to do it during an
appointment. (Henrik)

The cross-channel effects of format diversification are not often discussed in research on
experience-based stores, which focus more on the emotions generated by new formats, e.g.
excitement (Kozinets et al., 2002), connection (Hollenbeck et al., 2008; Dolbec and Chebat,
2013), engagement (Borghini et al., 2009). However, our findings may complement Jahn et al.’s
(2018) suggestion that a favourable retail experience in a flagship brand store increases
customer intention to purchase the brand in other channels. Our finding that a concept store
visit motivates customers to add digital touchpoints to their customer journey is also in line
with work by Avery et al. (2012) suggesting that a format portfolio consisting of both online
and bricks and mortar channels, can benefit from increased cross-channel sales when a new
physical store format is introduced.

5.2 Misaligned perspectives: differentiated experience, relative accessibility, access to
personnel and traditional touchpoints
An apparent misalignment between the managerial and customer perspective refers to the
way in which the customer experiences the concept store environment and, more specifically,
how that experience differs from what they would have found in a traditional store. The
atmosphere in the concept stores is one of the major contributions of the format to the
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customer experience, according to customers. Several customers emphasised how the
differentiated touchpoint was a crucial part of their journey and heavily influenced the
customer experience and, therefore, also their purchase intention. For example, the calmness
and space of the concept store in comparison with the crowded maze-layout in the traditional
store format was emphasised, with customers explaining that the concept store felt like a
“better” version of IKEA. This is in line with findings suggesting that luxury pop-up stores
appeal to customers who find traditional luxury stores “daunting” (Robertson et al., 2018).
Our findings differ somewhat in that IKEA customers are attracted to the new concept store
format because they are daunted by the traditional warehouse store’s noise, crowds and
stress, rather than by the high prices, unwelcoming staff and imposing doormen found at
traditional luxury brand stores (de Lassus and Freire, 2014). While pop-up luxury stores are
experienced as less exclusive than their parent stores, IKEA concept stores seem to be
experienced as more exclusive than the traditional store format.

This suggests that it is perhaps not as important as has been previously suggested
(Hultman et al., 2017) to portray the brand in a consistent way across all formats, but rather
that differences between the various touchpoints in this study—i.e. between new format store
and traditional stores—were understood and perceived by customers as positive, indicating
possible implications for market penetration and revived corporate image. While the
importance of the store layout and atmospheric factors has been highlighted in earlier
research (Jain and Bagdare, 2009; Van Rompay et al., 2011), none of the managers we
interviewed acknowledged this as a potential benefit of format diversification. Instead they
emphasised the challenges of diversification—namely the potential problems of not offering
the whole IKEA experience, the full product assortment and the opportunity to buy and take
home products.

Asmentioned earlier, diversifying store formats has led tomore geographically accessible
touchpoints on IKEA customer journeys. However, there were issues raised about how
accessible city-centre stores were perceived to be. One difference arises from the relative size
of the cities in question; hence, we refer to this misalignment as relative accessibility. Whereas
the location of concept stores was clearly appreciated by Stockholmers, a slightly different
view emerged when interviewing customers in London. In line with previous research by L�eo
and Philippe (2002), city-centre concept stores give customers a touchpoint that is accessible
in relation to the working day—i.e. during their lunch breaks or while commuting.
Nevertheless, London’s size appears to undermine the value of the central location of the
concept store, as compared with Stockholm, a more compact city. Several customers
expressed how the differences between the traditional store format and the concept store in
terms of geographical proximity and accessibility are less apparent since they work and live
in dispersed areas of London. For example, Samantha explained that the city-centre planning
store is conveniently located in relation to herworkplace but less so in relation to her partner’s
workplace. They go together to a traditional, out-of-town, IKEA warehouse (in Wembley) so
they can attend a kitchen planning session together.

So I work around the corner, but it’s probably more convenient to go to the store in Wembley for the
actual planning aswe then can go together late at night, which ismore suitable aswe have two young
children. Also, my husbandworks across town so it would take him quite some time to commute here
anyway. (Samantha)

A third area ofmisalignment relates to the accessibility of personnel in the city-centre concept
stores. In traditional IKEA store formats, customers can schedule planning appointments in
the evening and drop-in appointments are also available. This is not the case in IKEA’s
concept stores. Several customers mentioned that they experienced this inaccessabilty to
personnel as a disadvantage, as emphasised by Linus in the following quote:
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I wasn’t expecting the access to personnel to be so limited. Like, you enter the store and then they
expect you to do everything on your own. It would’ve been great if you could get help with smaller
things straight away, as it is now it appears as if you’ve to book an appointment even for the smallest
things. If I’m paying thousands, I expect good service from beginning to end. (Linus)

Furthermore, while managers suggested that the availability of personnel—measured in
terms of staff levels per customer or sales space—in concept stores is greater than in
traditional stores, customers in Stockholm stated that they would like better accessibility to
personnel to help themwith smaller issues. Hence, even though the concept store is placed in a
geographically accessible city-centre location, the lack of accessibility to store personnel
means that customers do not necessarily recognise it as a more accessible touchpoint on their
journey. Managers appear to have knowledge about the level of accessibility needed in order
to “compete” with the traditional store format. As pointed out by customers in both
Stockholm and London, location appears to be secondary in favour of the store format
environment when creating format loyalty. This is in line with previous research by Rhee and
Bell (2002). This study can therefore confirm that customer experience is linked to the specific
format and the product assortment offered, highlighting the need to not just offer customers a
diverse retail portfolio but one that includes the kind of formats that satisfy their
changing needs.

Based on interviews with managers from IKEA, it became clear that, for them, the
contribution of the new store formats resides in their ability to respond to changing customer
behaviours. Market penetration and increased sales are seen as consequences of a successful
response. However, while latent customers show a willingness to adopt new digital
touchpoints based on interactions with the concept store format, they do not appear to be as
willing to expand their journey to physically include the traditional store format. For
example, previously latent customers in both London and Stockholm emphasised how they
would only visit the traditional store if absolutely necessary (e.g. due to limited appointments
available in the concept store) and perhaps not even then. This indicates that the appeal of the
concept store format is different from the appeal of other kinds of experience-based store
formats. While other experience-based store formats attract customers with exciting and
dramatic experiences, concept stores reduce friction in the customer journey. IKEA concept
stores replace otherwise undesirable touchpoints—namely the noisy, crowded, confusing
IKEAwarehouse store—and, hence, attract new and latent customers with a more appealing
and relevant customer journey. It is important to note that this finding contrasts with the
stated objectives of IKEA managers, who hope that a good experience with a new store
format will attract new customers to both traditional stores and the website.

6. Discussion
The aim, through this explorative case study of the IKEA showroom concept store, was to
contribute to our understanding of how concept stores (theoretically) differ from other
experience-based store formats and how a concept store can (practically) contribute to a retail
store portfolio serving the customer journey.We approached this from a customer experience
perspective grounded in the views of three different groups of actors. Our findings highlight a
number of interlinked issues for future research. First, the need to clarify how concept stores
relate to other experienced-based store formats; second, the need for a common
understanding of the way consumers perceive such formats and how their perceptions
and associated use of the format feed into the wider consumer journey; and third the need to
re-assess the metrics used to evaluate the contribution of these formats.

A starting point for understanding the implications of new behaviours associated with
concept stores is to clarify how they differ from other experience-based store formats, such as
brand stores, pop-up stores, flagship brand stores and brand museums. Our findings offer a
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theoretical contribution by empirically defining this new store format. As detailed in Table 3,
the concept store format differs from theoretical descriptions of other experience-based store
formats in several respects. There are, however, some similarities between the formats. For
example, flagship stores and some pop-up stores also prioritise softer values, such as
inspiration, over sales and profit generation, and pop-up stores may also be located in high-
traffic and geographically accessible locations. Moreover, all experience-based stores offer a
different kind of experience from their parent stores, due to their differentiated assortment
and atmosphere as well as merchandising innovations. There are also important differences,
the most important being in the kind of experience offered. While concept stores may be
inspirational, they offer neither the dramatic, extraordinary and exciting experiences of
flagship stores and themed brand stores, the emotional connection expected at brand
museums, nor the novelty and exclusivity offered by pop-up stores. Concept stores further
differ from pop-up stores in that the former are not temporary in nature. Concept stores are
intended to be permanent features in a diversified retail portfolio rather than an ephemeral or
experimental format strategy. This has implications for theory because, while pop-up stores,
like flagship stores, aim first and foremost to create a spectacular and exciting brand
experience and, hence, a “buzz” around the brand, concept stores need to prove their worth
over the long term. The expense of a pop-up store might be written off as a one-off marketing
cost but the concept store must be evaluated to show that it is earning its place in the retail
portfolio, even if it does not do so by generating direct, cash-and-carry sales in the physical
premises.

Jahn et al. differentiate between non-experiential retail stores, where there is more focus on
“selling a product at a profit” (2018, p. 415) and experiential brand stores, in which the focus is
on reinforcing the brand. Our findings suggest that the concept store format does not
necessarily follow this either/or distinction and, hence, represents a conceptual departure.
Concept stores do not focus on reinforcing the brand using drama and excitement but neither
is their focus on selling product at a profit. Instead the aim is to create a physical store that
reduces friction in the customer journey (e.g. Gauri et al., 2020) by removing inconveniences
associated with other formats in the retail portfolio. The concept store format, hence,
represents a hybrid in discussions of store formats. It is neither fully experiential in the sense
that it is not only about marketing communications nor is it sales or profit-focused. Its aim is
to be an accessible touchpoint on a diversified customer journey with its value to the retail
portfolio being that it attracts new and latent customers, removes inconveniences and
supports the customer journey and drives them to other, in this case mainly digital,
touchpoints.

It is noticeable, perhaps inevitably, that when discussing the customer experience and role
of concept stores in the customer journey, customers explain their views from a different
perspective than managers and industry experts. Customers referred to the urban location of
the concept stores in terms of accessibility, availability and increased awareness, whereas
from a management perspective the location was seen as a way of increasing market
penetration and competitiveness. Similarly, the customer focus on inspiration, ideas and a
calm environment translates into assumptions of cross-selling and supporting store sales
from amanagement perspective.When considering the image of the retailer, themanagement
perspective focuses on concerns about brand consistency—that customers will expect a
traditional store with an expanded range and products to purchase—although consumers
could readily distinguish between formats and understood and appreciated the differentiated
experience in these different formats. At one level these differences may be explained by the
different motivations of consumers and retail management and it could be argued that the
expectations of the latter are essentially a representation of the outcomes of the former, but
the terminology may also illustrate a potential discord between the two which then
potentially permeates into how these stores are seen to contribute to the customer journey
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How concept stores
differ from other
experience-based store
formats
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and how their contribution in assessed. The “language” (and underlying perceptions) of the
managerial discourse seem to be fixed in a transactional, financial performance related,
narrative.

In terms of the total customer journey, it appears that all customers used the concept store
format for initial inspiration, and customers then finalised their purchases either by placing
the order in the concept store or in a traditional store. The website was further used as a
complement for product information and inspiration. However, while all customers
emphasised an improved customer experience, the financial outcomes for the retailer
differs and is not always positive. Notably, the concept store format primarily appears to
attract existing or latent customers—who either abandon the traditional store format or use it
as a complement—rather than new customers. Consequently, a degree of sales
cannibalisation rather than expansion may occur. Future research that maps these new
customer journeys and associated touchpoints in detail across formats and channels would
provide a better understanding of the implications of newbehaviours associatedwith concept
stores and highlight potential improvements in the overall customer experience (for example
the issues of personnel and time accessibility highlighted by customers in the new concept
stores).

Although not explored in detail, the perspectives of customers, managers and industry
experts, allow us to conclude that the contribution and performance of the concept store
format are not best captured solely through traditional sales evaluationmethods. Themetrics
currently used by retailers, such as sales per square metre, conversion rate, total market
growth, average ticket, regional sales metrics and customer satisfaction metrics applied to
specific stores, are not able to capture the complexity of the customer experience in new store
formats and the new and differentiated behaviours, interlinked touchpoints and customer
journeys that they inspire. It would, hence, be beneficial to look beyond traditional metrics,
when evaluating, to determinewhat kind of behaviours the concept store format prompts and
how those behaviours relate to other formats in the portfolio. By doing so, cross-format
mobility and the relative role (and value) of new store formats in inspiring purchases in other
channels can be determined.

7. Conclusion
Ideas about the different types and characteristics of experience-based store formats and
their potential to shape the customer journey have been extended by this study. These new
formats are part of a diversified retail store portfolio and they generate different customer
expectations and determinants than traditional store formats which provide the existing
reference point for customers. These experience-based formats, including the concept store
format, often have a less direct transactional role within the overall customer journey.
Through our analysis we have concluded, in this IKEA case, that inspiration, concept- and
store-clarity, format and channel synergies, accessibility (to personnel, location and opening
hours) and the in-store environment are factors that are influential in shaping the customer
experience in a concept store and by extension within the overall customer journey. These
factors do not necessarily need to excite to engage the customer but may do so by removing
inhibiting factors and reducing friction in the existing customer journey.

Our findings also illustrate that the contributions of new formats should be evaluated in
the light of other existing formats in the portfolio and not in isolatation. This is particularly
true when considering format cannibalisation and the potentially extended customer journey
that arises when customers use traditional format stores and new concept format stores
simultaneously. All physical formats have associated cost structures and how these costs
relate to revenue generation needs furthermore nuanced consideration. For example, retailers
could determine the customer’s total number of touchpoints in the purchasing process and
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then compare these findings to the financial outcomes related to the new format store in order
to evaluate its performance.

While our study has highlighted some indicators of the role of these new store formats in
customer experience journeys, there is still a need for more research. Current research on
store formats and the customer experience of store formats tends to be focused on individual
formats as an entity in their own right, rather than as a contributing touchpoint on an overall
customer journey as part of a transaction process rather than a transaction point. We do not
yet knowwhether the new store formats we have seen so far are merely a first step towards a
more advanced home furnishing customer journey or whether they represent the final steps
in the journey. And what roles do other touchpoints and channels play in relation to the
concept stores and the traditional physical store? There are indications that concept stores
are an attractive touchpoint but, due to the nature of the format and a physical location, but
currently very few of the customers in a given market may access these new store formats,
making them a contact point for just a chosen few.
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