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How JS ensures 
consistent appeal 
The grocer has continually evolved store design without 
losing focus. John Ryan speaks to its head of retail design 

If there's a w o r d tha t can' t be 
appl ied to the U K supermarket 
panorama it is ' d u l l ' . Price wars, 
new formats, strategic alliances, 

new product areas - they a l l feature i n 
one f o r m or another across the market. 
Yet there is a sense that this is a sector 
that is i n the commercial do ldrums at 
best and i n the v i e w of many may actu­
al ly be i n very choppy waters indeed. 

For Sainsbury's, the w i n d of change 
has been b l o w i n g strongly, but pos i ­
t ively . It is about to see the coronation 
of n e w chie f executive M i k e Coupe, 
has sealed a deal w i t h Danish retailer 
Dansk Supermarked to re launch dis­
counter Netto i n the U K i n 2015, and 
has cer ta in ly not been above j o i n i n g 
the in-store race for value. 

There is, however, another element. 
One of the reasons that i t is frequentiy 
he ld up as an example of the way to go 
is the manner i n w h i c h i t has dealt 
w i t h store design. A n d here there is a 
w o r d that c o u l d readi ly be appl ied to 
what i t has been doing - 'consistent'. 

The o l d store design adage that the 
best i n t e r i o r s are about ' e v o l u t i o n 
rather t h a n r e v o l u t i o n ' is w r i t large 
at Sainsbury's. 

Even a l l o w i n g for t h i s , there is as 
m u c h change i n the way the stores look 
as there are alterations i n the make up 
of the board at the moment . This is an 
organisation that understands that i n -
store design change should be constant 
but, at the same t ime, i t should not be a 
cause for concern. 

Ongoing evolution 
D a m i e n C u l k i n , Sainsbury's head of 
retai l design, puts the case for what is 
being done clearly: "Design has been 
an ongoing evolut ion over the last five 
years . H i s t o r i c a l l y w e d i d have a 
s l ight ly different operating model . We 
w o u l d b u i l d mi lestone stores at spe­
cific moments i n t ime. This meant we 
d i d n ' t have many of t h e m and the rest 
of the estate d i d n ' t always reflect what 
was happening. 

" A n increasingly var ied estate has 
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meant that today we have to focus o n 
formats and rol l -outs i n a way that w e 
might not have done i n the past." 

He cites the use of h i g h street uni ts 
that might not have been purpose-built 
for food retai l ing as one of the reasons 
for this change. "There are a lot of con­
venience stores appearing i n [proper­
ties that were] pubs, banks or non-food 
stores , w h i c h h a v e d e m a n d e d a n 
increasingly formatted approach." 

C u l k i n m a k e s t h e p o i n t t h a t a 
bakery department being insta l led i n 
a new store w o u l d be displayed i n di f ­
ferent ways depending on the type of 
shop. There are stores that have a very 
large f o o t p r i n t , s u c h K i n g ' s L y n n , 
opened at the end of 2013, or v e r y 
smal l outlets such as Cobham i n Sur­
rey , w h i c h r e p r e s e n t e d a f o r m a t 
departure for the retailer last year. Both 
are Sainsbury's stores, but each has a 
rather di f ferent requirement as far as 
h o w products are displayed. 

A t the same t i m e , b o t h have to be 
recognisably f r o m the same stable. 
Meeting this demand has meant a fairly 
strict regime i n terms of m e t h o d a n d 
Sainsbury's has worked long-term w i t h 
consultancy Twelve Studio. 

The design pyramid 
C u l k i n says that there is a four-element 
store design p y r a m i d at Sainsbury's. A t 
the b o t t o m of the p y r a m i d are design 
p r i n c i p l e s , w h i l e above sits a frame­
w o r k t h a t means t h a t t h e y can be 
"del ivered consistently" i n new stores. 

Then there is the matter of what goes 
into a store - the customer journey, as 
e m b o d i e d by l a y o u t , nav iga t ion and 
m o o d graphics. Finally, layered on top 
of al l this, there is the identity, w h i c h is 
perhaps the most obvious manifesta­
t ion as far as the customer is concerned 
and c o u l d perhaps be in terpre ted as 
what makes Sainsbury's Sainsbury's. 

Of late, the latter point has been sub­
ject to subtie change thanks to 'Project 
Orange'. This is an in i t ia t ive i n w h i c h 
Sainsbury's has w o r k e d w i t h design 
consultancy Landau to br ing back the 
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S a i n s b u r y ' s h a s s u c c e s s f u l l y m e r g e d t r a d i t i o n a l d e s i g n 

e l e m e n t s , s u c h a s i t s f r e s h f i s h s i g n a g e , w i t h d i g i t a l 

f e a t u r e s s u c h a s m o n i t o r s a n d S c a n & G o p o i n t s 

" w a r m t h " to its i d e n t i t y and to make 
things "less slabby" i n re la t ion to the 
fonts used i n stores and online. 

Evidence of this can be seen at the 
Bradway Road Sainsbury's Local store 
i n Sheffield. C u l k i n says that this w i l l 
be t a k e n m o r e genera l ly across the 
estate i n an attempt to rec la im orange 
for Sainsbury's as a key element of its 
i d e n t i t y . A n d the fact that i t w i l l be 
spread across a l l formats and store 
types gives i t what he refers to as "cog­
n i t i v e miser l iness " . Translated, th i s 
means m a k i n g things easier and s i m ­
pler for the shopper - over-complexity 
can lead to confusion. 

A l l of w h i c h does make i t sound as 
i f Sa insbury ' s is about m o n o l i t h i c 
design decisions taken centra l ly and 

"PEOPLE SEE 
TECH IN OTHER 
PARTS OF THEIR 
LIVES, WE 
SEEK TO HAVE 
SOMETHING 
SIMILAR IN OUR 
STORES" 
Damien Culkin, Sainsbury's 

then cascaded d o w n across the organi­
sation. It's an impress ion that C u l k i n 
is qu ick to scotch: "People need refer­
ence points for a particular store. What 
are the l o c a t i o n p o i n t s that p e o p l e 
remember and h o w can we help t h e m 
wiuh this?" 

I n effect, i t means that w h i l e there 
w i l l be a general template for a store of 
a specific size, i t also means that there 
should be enough f l e x i b i l i t y i n a store 
b l u e p r i n t for i t to be made l o c a l i n 
terms of graphics that w i l l jog shop­
p e r s ' m e m o r i e s . T h e W a n d s w o r t h 
store, a large footprint branch, is a case 
i n p o i n t w i t h a graphic deta i l ing the 
course of the River W a n d l e a n d the 
b u i l d i n g s a long its banks tha t r u n s 
across the front of the store. 

There is also the matter of the some­
w h a t contradic tory i m p u l s e that has 
shoppers looking for the tradit ional , i n 
the shape of in-store market-style envi­
ronments, w h i l e at the same time want­
i n g d ig i ta l elements such as scanning 
using a phone and digital wallets. 

C u l k i n says that where "people see 
tech i n other parts of the i r l ives , w e 
seek to have something s imilar i n our 
stores". It is not a case of p laying catch­
u p therefore, but more an example of 
k e e p i n g pace w i t h the d i g i t a l a n d 
design Zeitgeist. 

Stores in fine fettle 
So u l t imate ly , w h a t does i t a l l mean? 
For Sainsbury's, i n spite of a diverse 
property port fol io , there is an instantly 
recognisable h a n d w r i t i n g , b u t one 
that has been subject to almost cont in­
ual change. 

A n d the design t ra in keeps r u n n i n g . 
This week brought the refurbishment 
of the branch at the south end of L o n ­
don's Tott tenham Court Road to com­
p l e t i o n . I t is , i n effect, a (very) large 
convenience store, not un l ike the Brix­
t o n b r a n c h that opened t o w a r d s the 
end of 2 0 1 3 . 

Given its h i g h p r o f i l e loca t ion , the 
Tottenham Court Road store was prob­
ably more than due for a makeover. 

That said, i t is symptomat ic of the 
approach taken that what has emerged 
is different f r o m what i t replaces, but 
s t i l l feels l ike Sainsbury's. 

This is a hard act to p u l l off. Yet as 
Justin King prepares to hang up his bag 
for l i fe , the spir i t of design change and 
evolut ion at this seems to be i n fine fet­
t le . N o doubt some l o o k o n at h o w i t 
manages things w i t h envy. 
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