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It characterizes many changes in the 21st century: obvious concepts are 
rapidly getting a new meaning. 25 years ago we knew exactly what a 
photographic image was. Today we have no idea how many of the 880 
billion images created this year are original. Similar can be said for the 
meaning “shopping”. We question the implicit coherence of advise, 
experience, convenience, information, meeting, service, transaction, 
transparency, surprise and leisure. Especially because of new 
technologies many questions arise. What will be the role of the physical 
shop? Will there be any supermarkets left in ten years time? How will 
the future shopping district look? What will happen to city centres? 
Which retail concepts and cities will be the winners and which will be 
the losers? How can retailers, brand manufacturers and real estate 
entrepreneurs create value in a different way? The most important 
question is perhaps the most difficult of all: what does the client want? 

Together with the customer
The Indian politician Mahatma Ghandi wrote a basic rule for the 
idealistic Khadi-shops where handmade fabrics were sold: “A customer 
is not depending on us.  We are depending on him. He is not an 
interruption of our work. He is our purpose. He is not an outsider in our 
business. He is part of it.” Ghandi considered the customer relation as 
the key too success. If you offer something extra to the customer, he or 
she is more willing to pay more and to return. But there is the problem 
for many retailers. “You find little customer focus and engagement. It 
is all about chains, logistics, technology, but not about the emotion of 
business. The human touch has gone.” It has to do with “ownership”. 
The entrepreneur really has to have passion for its business and 
customers. Therefore the growing impact of private investors is 
dangerous. “One is greatly worried about the HEMA, the passion has 
gone.” However it is still possible to do things the right way. Look at the 
success of Eataly, a shopping concept that initially started in New York 
and Chicago, followed by Dubai, Istanbul, Italy and Japan. Just like the 
Khadi-shops, the customer relation is the focus within Eataly: “We want 
you to be comfortable, happy, and enriched by every visit. We’re in this 
together.”
 
Omnichannel and millennials
Research shows that 80% of the retailers in the Netherlands believe that 
they offer a good customer experience, however less than 10% of those 
customers agree. “Retail has become too predictable. We are afraid to 

	  
Eataly combines a store selling fresh 

Italian products with a restaurant 

“to discover and expand your tastes”.
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make mistakes.” Take the example of the shops of the Victoria & Albert 
Museum, they surprise you, making you want to buy. Or look at Story 
in New York, which completely changes its contents and layout every 
four to eight weeks. Or the flower shop Tage Anders in Copenhagen 
that even charges an entrance fee. Or closer to home: the retail 
concept for Hutspot in Amsterdam mixes shop, gallery, café, stage and 
workplace. In its own way Hutspot shows how shops, city centers and 
shopping centres can remain relevant as the third space, a meeting 
space somewhere between home and work. 

At the same time Hutspot focuses on a new customer generation that 
has grown up in an online, mobile world. These “millennials” behave 
substantially different from their parents. American research shows 
that 36% of them only buy something when necessary and 32% do not 
buy anything from physical shops or from brands that are not ethical in 
their business practice. In addition millennials prefer to rent, exchange 
and share, giving them the nickname of “nowners”. “They hardly 
spend any time shopping and are more interested in other things.’
 
Even in cases where the retailer treats its customer with the highest 
standards, this provides little security nowadays. “As a brand we 
have to explain it all within the shop, but afterwards customers look 
around online and buy it cheaper.” We see the consequences of 
changing consumer behaviour everywhere. In the United Stated the 
first shopping malls have fallen into ruin. In the Netherlands more than 
half of the135 furniture strips have no commercial future. Governments 
and entrepreneurs are slowly realizing that empty shops are not 
caused by economic crisis only, but by the combination of a surplus of 
shops together with the transformation of the retail business. Physical 
shops and web stores merge to the hybrid reality of “omnichannel”. 
This increases the need for smaller shops and shop-in-shops or 
for more bigger stores. In both cases the existing infrastructure of 
shopping streets and centres lacks the required flexibility. Moreover 
the expansion of some stores doesn’t compensate for the reduction of 
others. Soon 20 to 30% of retail space will become redundant. 

New chances and combinations
Besides the threat that the retail transformation offers it also offers 
many opportunities. The growing attention for locally and traditionally 
made products results in outstanding food concepts. They can be 
rooted in family tradition, like the bakery Hartog’s Volkorenbakkerij in 
Amsterdam, or the focus on health and sustainability, like the Dutch 
Marqt shops and HelloFresh home service. Based on similar needs 
one could expect the return (“back to the future”) of mobile retailers, 
like the cheesemonger. Also there is promise for brands with new 
combinations of retail and catering, food and non-food, products and 
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“Things need to change 

faster, with more variety, 

more dynamics and more 

flexibility. You want to 

change besides the store, 

also the city and 

the fronts.”

“You can no longer afford 

to work on an island.”

services. From Eataly to IKEA: cafes and restaurants have become 
indispensable elements of store concepts. At the same time the 
counters of the post office and dry cleaners been integrated in news 
stores. Mobile network operators open shop-in-shops in the stores of 
Media Market, because these prove to be much more effective than 
operating their own shops. Also department stores like JCPenny and De 
Bijenkorf focus their strategies on the accommodation and marketing of 
shop-in-shops.

By means of the internet shops in neighbourhoods and streets with 
a distinct character can join forces and build strong brands, like de 9 
straatjes in Amsterdam and the Koopgoot in Rotterdam. Technology 
also adds an extra dimension to shopping centres, increasing their 
service level and enabling them to become “test and experience 
worlds”. Successful examples of this development are Westfield 
Stratford City in London, Stadshart in Amstelveen and Entre Deux in 
Maastricht.

Flexibility and collaboration
To make the most of these opportunities we need to focus more on 
flexibility and collaboration. “Things need to change faster, with more 
variety, higher dynamics and greater flexibility. Besides the store, you 
also want to change the city and the fronts.” In the store technology 
makes it easier to adapt, but outside it remains complicated. In the 
Netherlands the paperwork is still a major problem, despite the 
political promise of deregulation. “There is too much governmental 
interference. Everything has to look the same. But a door doesn’t 
always have to be two meters eighty, sometimes it’s just better to make 
a smaller door.”

The retail transformation requires an open and close collaboration 
between retailers, governments, real estate entrepreneurs, providers 
of logistic services, manufacturers, designers, shopfitters, content 
providers and – not to forget – customers. “You can no longer afford 
to work as an island.” The involved parties should learn to act from 
a joint interest: “In this respect the Dutch run enormously behind in 
comparison to their competitors.” For example the property owner and 
the retailer can share risks by linking the rent to the returns and profits.
 
A dynamic future
The trends in technology and consumer behaviour do not lead to 
unambiguous future scenarios. About the pace of the changes there 
are strong differences of opinion. One says it will take five to ten years, 
according to another changes do not come so quickly: “The transition 
from grocery to supermarket lasted at least forty years.”
Hybrid concepts are the future. The majority agrees that the interaction 
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between physical and online, and the combinations of shops and 
catering, retail concepts and brands will bring most of the innovation. 
Some experts question the dominant role of webshops, since only 
a few players manage to make a profit. “The exponential growth 
attributed to the internet will decrease.” Other experts believe that data 
technology will allow retail to become “small, fun and personal” again.

Anyhow the coming years there will be little room for conservatism. 
“Security is equal to rigidity. While precisely the opposite is true: the 
more dynamic and flexible, the more secure you are.”   

The quotes in this report are based on two roundtable discussions 
that took place on May 28 and June 26, 2014. The participants were: 
John Berghoff, brand director VBAT; Nicolaas Bloemers, managing 
director EasyWalker; Freek Claessens, managing partner Claessens-
Erdmann; Robbrecht den Engelse, partner Bureau Loods; Marcel Evers, 
manager policy and advise INretail; Maurice de Gruyter, director MDG 
consulting; Gert Knoop, director sales Ziggo; Daniël de Lange, director-
owner EasyWalker, John Maatman, director-owner Bearandbunny; Hilke 
Nijmeijer, asset manager retail CBRE; Arno Ruigrok, associate director 
Multi Development; Joris de van der Schueren, fund director Redevco.
 
Dingeman Kuilman, moderator and consultant The New North. 
Dolf Karsemeijer, account director Hypsos Retail International.

The round tables are an initiative of Hypsos Retail International.
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