
! 1!
!
!

 

!

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

!

Museum Development North West 

The Retail Toolbox 
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Welcome to the Retail Toolbox, which contains tips to help you and your team 
maximise your gift shop’s potential. The step by step activities contained in each of 
the five modules are based on high street retail best practices. Tailored to recognise 
the challenges of running a retail outlet in a museum or heritage venue, they focus 
on priority actions, rather than covering every aspect of running a shop.   

The modules work best when used in sequential order as each one builds a platform 
for the next module. However, if there is a particular area of your shop you want to 
focus on you can use them as stand-alone checklists. The Toolbox could also form 
the basis of a training and development programme for your front of house team.  

 

 

Contents 
Module 1: Situation Assessment  

M1 is about getting the measure of your shop and looking at it as your customer 
does. 

Module 2: Commercial Routine 

M2 is aimed at helping you to review your sales data, set targets, and drive your 
bottom line profit.   

Module 3: Range Planning & Layout 

M3 touches on how to make the best use of your retail space and the basic 
principles of buying.  

Module 4: Visual Merchandising 

M4 covers the retail environment with the emphasis on making simple and 
affordable improvements that create the WOW factor.  

Module 5: Service & Selling 

M5 has tips on how to create a service and selling culture in your gift shop that will 
really add value to the visitor experience. 
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Module 1: Situation Assessment 

 
 

Even if you are a seasoned retailer it’s always worthwhile taking an objective look 
at your shop at least once a year. Module 1 of the Retail Toolbox will help to put 
your shop into perspective; not only within your own visitor attraction, but also the 
wider retail market.  

Involve your colleagues when you work through the actions, as whatever their role 
in your organisation, their feedback and input will help you build a consensus point 
of view. It will also raise awareness of your shop’s income generation potential.  

Step 1: Put things in context 

The first step is to look at your gift shop as part of the wider visitor experience. Try to 
do this by putting yourself in your visitors’ shoes:   

• Imagine you are a first time visitor and spend an hour doing some online 
research. Check out your own website, along with those hosted by relevant 
local authorities, tourist organisations, and other visitor attractions in your 
area 
 

• Walk the typical route your visitor takes from their point of entry (possibly a 
car park), through to the point of departure. If you are located in an urban 
area include the immediate external environment 
 

• Ask the relevant experts in your organisation to tell you the story behind your 
museum and the collections. Even if this is something you are already 
familiar with it can still be a useful exercise to refresh your memory 
 

• Ask a friend to visit your museum and give you feedback on all aspects of 
their time on site. Get them to give you a view of the gift shop, café, 
welcome desk, signage etc. 
 

• Take time out to read any available visitor feedback including recent 
questionnaires and surveys conducted by your organisation, and of course 
online review websites. 
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Step 2: Take a closer look at your shop 

The next step is to focus in on the overall look and feel of your shop. This is about 
first impressions rather than a detailed critique:   

• Take a set of photographs of your shop and the spaces immediately 

adjacent to it 

• Download the pictures and look at them objectively with front of house 

colleagues 

• Score your shop out of 5 for each of the criteria in the template 
 

Criteria Consider  Score 

Location Is the position of the shop logical 
and prominent?    
Is directional signage adequate?  

 

Environment Does the look of the shop reflect 
the spirit of your venue?   
Is the internal decoration 
appropriate and in good 
condition? 

 

Standards Is the shop clean, tidy and clutter 
free? 
Is it fully stocked?  

 

Merchandise Does the merchandise on sale 
connect with your collections? 
As a visitor would you be tempted 
to buy? 

 

The WOW 
factor 

Has merchandise been presented 
in a creative way?   
Are you proud of the overall look 
of the shop? 

 

5 = V Good, 4 = Good, 3 = OK, 2 = Poor, 1 = V Poor            Average Score  
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Step 3: Weigh up the competition 

In a competitive gift retail market your visitors will make judgements based on the 
best retail outlets in other visitor attractions, the high street, and online. Even if you 
work in a small museum it’s really worth setting aside some time once a year to 
look at what’s on offer in your region. Use the checklist below to guide you through 
a simple mystery shopper exercise. You could involve volunteers and colleagues to 
spread the workload: 

 
• Identify the nearest large town, city or shopping centre with a good retail 

mix and browse the gift, card and homewares departments of both 
department and stand-alone stores  

• Have a look at some of the on-trend online gift retailers e.g. 
www.notonthehighstreet.com. Don’t forget that many of the UK’s flagship 
museums also have great online shops 

• Identify the visitor attraction gift shops in your area.  Visit the two or three you 
think are most relevant 

Compile a mood board or scrapbook with pictures and magazine cuttings of the 
shops, products and display techniques that inspire you most.  
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Step 4: Draw up a SWOT analysis 
 
Once you’ve completed steps 1 to 3 you are in a good position to identify your own gift 
shop’s SWOT, i.e. your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.  
  
Use a SWOT matrix to write down your gift shop’s pros and cons, as well as the factors that 
could improve or inhibit its success in the future. Try to be as objective as you can. 
 

         Strengths           Weaknesses 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

        Opportunities         Threats 
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Module 2: Commercial Routine 
 

   

Module 2 is based on the old adage, “If you can measure it, you can manage it,” 
which in a retail context means keeping a close eye on the bottom line profit. To 
do this you need to have a routine that includes a regular review of your sales and 
stock data.   

If your gift shop uses an EPOS system you will have a head start when it comes to 
getting to grips with the following action points. If you don’t have EPOS you could 
still apply the general principles with whatever data you have available. 

Step 1: Create a simple balance sheet 

It’s crucial to know if your shop produces a profit. The income it generates is for 
wider good of the museum, so it is in everyone’s interest to monitor retail 
performance. If you don’t already have a balance sheet (or profit and loss 
statement) you will need to compile one. This is easy to do as it’s only a record of 
your SALES MINUS COSTS for a specific period, usually the last calendar or financial 
year.   
 

Jot down your total sales and then deduct the value of stock bought at cost price, 
staff costs, running costs, and mark downs. Remember to only include costs that 
are solely attributable to operating the shop. Exclude those that would be incurred 
even if the shop wasn’t there.  
 
Step 2: Know your vital statistics 

Knowing what sells well and what doesn’t is the route to the loot. This doesn’t 
mean you have to spend hours scrutinising EPOS reports. The key is focusing on the 
specific data that will help you make informed buying decisions and commercial 
adjustments to your shop’s layout. The facts and figures below are the ‘must 
haves’: 

• Bestsellers – are they featured, in stock, and what other variations could you 

sell? 

• Poor or Nil Sellers – do you have a plan to stimulate sales or mark down? 

• Sales by Category – which product groups generate the biggest % of your 

sales? 

 

!
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• Spend Per Visitor (SPV) – are your visitors spending more or less than last 

month or year? 

• Average Transaction Value (ATV) – is the value of customer purchases 

increasing? 

• Profit Margin % - which lines or product groups are the most/least lucrative? 

• Stock Holding – are you holding too much or too little stock of some lines? 

If you don’t have EPOS it might not be possible to compile all of these manually. 
You may be able use a clipboard at the till point to record sales, but a better 
solution would be to secure a small budget to buy a basic EPOS system.   

Step 3: Set targets  

Sales and SPV targets can be really motivational. Large museums with busy gift 
shops are likely to need to set weekly targets. In medium and smaller museums 
monthly or quarterly targets may be more appropriate.   

Talk to your peers in other museums in your area to compare your SPV. Aspire to 
improve your SPV year on year. Share your targets with your front of house team: 

• Post monthly targets and actual sales on the noticeboard in the staff rest 

room 

• Publicise and celebrate success e.g. best ever week/month sales, £X in one 

day 

• Show your Top 10 lines at your regular team or peer group meeting 

• Designate a ‘Product of the Month’, and set an optimistic sales target.  
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Module 3: Range Planning & Layout 
   

 

Range planning is a term used by some retailers to define the way they buy a 
collection of products to fit their brand values and target customers’ needs. In a 
nutshell, range planning is strategic rather than ad hoc buying, and it is intrinsically 
linked to the layout of the shop. 

The best visitor attraction gift shops offer a range of merchandise that creates a 
clear connection between the shop and the museum’s raison d’être. Just as 
important, their range plans are made up of products that are on-trend, good 
quality, value for money and something different.  

Step 1: Know your target customers      

The first step is to identify the customer that you are buying for. Remember that 
your primary visitor profile may not be the same as the person who spends the 
most money in your gift shop. If you haven’t done it recently, check out: 

• Your latest visitor profile data – who visits your museum? 

• Your dominant gift shop customer – monitor who actually ends up at the till 

point. 

• Your current range plan – is what you have on sale aimed at the person 

above? 

It can be helpful to cut out a picture from a magazine that typifies your target 
customer and keep it to hand when you are buying new ranges. She’s likely to be 
a mum or grandmother who loves buying gifts for her family and friends, or just 
treating herself.  
 

!
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Step 2: Agree your range plan themes    

Over time it’s easy to lose the connection between what you sell in your shop and 
what makes your museum unique. As a result many visitor attraction shops end up 
selling generic knick-knacks or merchandise that just isn’t desirable. Even if this isn’t 
the case in your shop it’s still worthwhile redefining your museum’s points of 
difference or, in marketing language, your USPs – UNIQUE SELLING POINTS.   

Use the template below to jot down your thoughts and cross-check them with 
those of your colleagues. Once you’ve got a shortlist of possible themes you can 
decide which of them are the most commercial from a retail perspective. Give 
them a one or two word title that captures the essence of the USP you’ve 
selected.  

Criteria Your Points of 
Difference 

Your Shortlisted 
Themes 

Key 
collections & 
iconic 
artefacts 
 

  
Adult 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Children 
 
 
 

Historical & 
cultural eras 
linked to the 
museum 

 
 

Architectural 
or 
landscape 
features 

 

People & 
events 
linked to the 
museum 

 

 
Locality & 
general 
environment 
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Step 3: Review the layout of your shop 

With your range plan themes in mind, take another look at the layout of your gift 
shop by standing back and noting the position and type of display fixtures you are 
using. Find out if there is a small budget available to support any changes you may 
need to make.   

If you haven’t already completed module 1, work through Step 2 of ‘Situation 
Assessment’ before thinking about the following: 

• Has the current layout been planned or just evolved?   

• Is the overall look harmonious, and where possible symmetrical?  

• The usable wall space creates the visual 'backdrop' to your shop. Have 
you fully utilised this space? 

• Too many types of display fixtures can look bitty. Are yours consistent or do 
you have a multitude of different types? 

• Do you have adequate shelves and display arms?    

• Are all your spotlights working? 

• Is there a clear ‘walkway’ that leads the customer round the shop? 

• Are there specific fixtures positioned to grab the customer’s attention?   

• Is there enough room for customers to browse, and for wheelchair users 
and buggies?  

Draw up a simple plan of how your shop looks now, and another of how you 
would like it to look in the future. Once you’ve agreed the new layout, you can 
plot which range plan theme or generic product categories (e.g. cards) will go 
into each display fixture.  

If the ideal layout needs different display fixtures take stock of all of the 
available options.  There may be redundant museum fixtures and fittings in your 
back of house areas that could be adapted. Another option could be museum 
websites that may have surplus equipment listings, for example 
www.freecycle.org/group/MuseumFreecycleUK/. 

Local secondhand shops can also be a good source of low cost/no cost fixtures. 
Old kitchen tables and dressers can be adapted or upcycled with a lick of paint 
or the services of a local carpenter. Alternatively, simple white MDF cubes make 
great contemporary display units.    

!
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Step 4: Create a range (buying) plan 
 
There are many different ways to create a buying plan. Whichever way you approach it, 
you will need to have a rough idea of the total number of lines of which your range will 
comprise. Use the layout plan you have created in step 3 to calculate the typical number 
of lines each fixture can accommodate. For example a five-shelved wall fixture may be 
able to hold on average 10 lines per shelf = 50 lines per wall fixture. 

The next step could be to draw up a matrix with your themes and generic 
categories across the top and the product categories down the side – see 
example. Use the grid to plot the number of different lines you already have in 
stock under the appropriate headings. You should then be able to identify 
where you need to buy additional lines.    

Example Range Plan Matrix 

Example                    
Product 

Categories 

Generic 
Adult 

Female 
Themes  

Kids 
Themes 

No. of Lines Cards Other 1 2 3 1 2 

Greetings Cards 
   

 
    Postcards 

   
 

    Maps & Guides 
   

 
    Museum 

Souvenirs 
   

 
    Personal Gifts  

   
 

    Kitchen Gifts  
   

 
    Garden Gifts 

   
 

    Stationery  

  
 

    Novelties 
   

 
    Toys 

   
 

    Number of Lines 

   

 

    

Step 5: Create a supplier portfolio  

When sourcing new lines start by having another look at your existing suppliers, 
they might have created ranges of which you aren’t aware. If you need to find 
new suppliers talk to your peers in other museums as they may have similar 
range themes, and tried and tested suppliers. 

One of the best ways to keep abreast of new product trends and suppliers is to 
visit a gift trade fair once a year. If you aren’t able to go in person you may be 
able to access exhibitor details via the trade fair’s website. Once you’ve 
identified potential new suppliers email or call them to request a product 
catalogue, or the login details of their trade pages.  

Don’t forget to keep tabs on the number of suppliers you are using. Keep them 
to a manageable number and work on the basis of ‘one in/one out’.  
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Module 4: Visual Merchandising 

 

      

Visual Merchandising (VM) refers to everything that the customer sees when they visit 
your shop. This includes fittings and fixtures, walls, floors, shop standards, signs and 
tickets, and background music. When all these elements are handled creatively the 
result will be ‘ATTENTION, INTEREST, DESIRE & ACTION’ on the part of your target 
customer.    

Step 1: Conduct a VM audit 

The first step to achieving VM excellence is to do a visual review of your shop. This will 
enable you to see things as they are now, and then in your mind’s eye to overlay 
your ideal VM style. For example: vintage, contemporary, rustic, traditional, neutral 
etc. It’s often best to do this exercise with a member of your team so you can 
brainstorm ideas together. If you haven’t already completed step 3 in Module 1 
‘Situation Assessment’: 

• Visit the nearest town, city or shopping centre to look at gift retailers’ VM 

techniques 

• Have a look for images of good looking shops, both online and in magazines  

• Gather cuttings and printouts that capture the look and feel of your ideal VM 
style 

• Create a mood board or scrapbook with a montage of VM images.             

Step 2: Understand the principles of great VM 

Successful VM does rely on a few basic principles. Once you have a grasp of them 
you will be able to maintain a professional look for your shop as well as being able to 
upskill your team. Here are 10 top tips in no particular order: 

• Plan the layout of your shop so that it reflects your range plan themes 

• Create focal points wherever the customer’s eye is naturally drawn  

• Simplify the number and type of different display fixtures in use 

• Create clear child and adult zones 

• Group products symmetrically and colour coordinate if possible 

• Use paint on walls and selected fixtures to create visual impact 

• Check that spotlights are working and correctly positioned 

• Make sure chipped/damaged fixtures and flooring are repaired or replaced 

• Set high standards for tickets and signage 

• Place small items in bowls, baskets and trays rather than supplier boxes.    
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Step 3: Add the finishing touches 

Once your new layout is in place the last piece of the VM jigsaw is to add the 
finishing touches: 

High Level      

These are the ‘hot-spots’ that always catch the customer’s eye. For example, the 
first display unit they see when they enter the shop, or the wall fixture that faces 
the customer flow.  Use these prime locations for your best selling ranges. Add 
relevant display props to reinforce the spirit of that specific theme. Don’t forget 
that the back of house storerooms could be a good source of free VM display 
accessories.  

Buy Level       

Generally, eye level shelves are the best place to position top sellers.  Keep things 
simple and don’t overfill. Less really is more. Place items symmetrically and colour 
coordinate where possible. As a rule of thumb display props look better when 
displayed in odd rather than even numbers.  

Keep your eyes open whenever you go shopping as the best ideas are borrowed.  
It’s really important to have at least one planned mystery shopper trip a year so 
you can keep up to date with VM and product display trends. 

!
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Module 5: Service & Selling 

 

    

Great customer service underpins every successful retail operation and this 
module is aimed at helping you to create a service and selling culture in your gift 
shop. The retail pioneer Harry Selfridge allegedly once said, “Shopping is all about 
entertainment, customer service and value for money. The first will get customers 
in, while the second and third will keep them there."   

Step 1: Know the difference between OK and GREAT customer service 

Most museum gift shops are the last point of contact that a visitor has with a 
member of your front of house team. Colleagues who work in the gift shop have a 
real opportunity to enhance your visitor’s experience and make it even more 
memorable. 

People who deliver great customer service tend to have the 3 A’s: 
AWARENESS            APPLICATION                 ATTITUDE 

As part of your normal routine, observe your colleagues interacting with visitors and 
doing their day-to-day tasks. Use the template to score your team as a whole. 

The 3 A’s = Great Customer Service  Score!

Awareness • Acknowledge the customer and make 
them feel welcome  

• Are ready to respond if they need help 
• Notice when stock needs replenishing 

and react.  

!

Application • Take every opportunity to talk to the 
customer 

• Are knowledgeable about the 
products sold in the shop 

• Promote add-on purchases, deals and 
offers. 

!

Attitude • Proactive about keeping the shop 
looking ‘sharp’                 

• Actively engaged in achieving sales 
targets 

• Understand the role the shop plays in 
the visitor experience. 

!

5 = V Good,  4 = Good,  3 = OK,  2 = Poor,  1 = V Poor          Average Score 
!
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Step 2: Formulate an action plan   

Every museum or heritage site is unique, with different front of house team structures 
and human resources. With that in mind, there isn’t a ‘one size fits all’ way of 
achieving great customer service.   

The best approach may be to share your observations from step 1 with your line 
manager or leadership team. You can then agree an action plan that is compatible 
with other visitor service initiatives: 

1. Agree the best way to enhance your customer service standard, which may 

include: 

• 1-2-1 on the job coaching 
• Group training sessions  
• Colleague engagement sessions 
• Job profiles and personal reviews that include customer service criteria 
• Customer service champions  
• Staff recognition and incentives for great service 

2. Agree what support you will need personally to achieve your customer service 

aims. 

Step 3: Engage your team  

Once you’ve completed step 2 share your plans with colleagues who work in your 
shop. Explain why the 3 A’s are so important, and how colleagues can play their 
part. It may be worth having seasonal updates with the entire front of house team; 
that way everyone gets to hear about the organisation’s plans and how the shop 
is doing.    

Sometimes it’s the small things that can make quite a difference. Creating a retail 
information folder is quick and easy to achieve and it will provide a point of 
reference for everyone who works in your shop. The folder could be built up over 
time, with all members of your gift shop team contributing to it. Start with an A4 ring 
binder and add the following: 

• Current £ sales versus targets 
• Last month’s top 10 bestsellers 
• Weekly ‘To Do’ lists 
• Staff rotas 
• Product of the month – the line you want your team to actively sell 
• Product information – facts about some of your lines that have a story 

behind them 
• Shopkeeping standards checklist and price checking rotas 
• Refund and exchange policy. 

!
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Progress Check 
   

Once you’ve completed all five of the Toolbox modules go back to the critique you 
did of your shop in module 1 ‘Situation Assessment’. Use the template in step 2 to    
re-score your shop again. Compare the results with your original scores to see what 
progress you’ve made and which areas still need to be worked on. GOOD LUCK!  

!
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If you have any questions about the content please contact Alex Bird, Sector 
Development Officer at alexander.bird@manchester.ac.uk 
 

 

   

 


