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Creat a shopfront with impact

Canopy or awning
Fixed or mobile roof structure projecting from the facade 
of a building.

Retail unit
All parts of the building dedicated to an economic activity 
and classified as commercial under current planning 
legislation. 

Graphic charter
A document establishing the rules for using elements 
of the visual identity of a brand or company. Here, the 
visual identity is limited to the choice of font, colours and, 
possibly, a symbol or logo representing the business.

A-board
Single or double sided freestanding apparatus designed to 
hold an advert or sign, which can be moved.

Retailer
A retailer is defined as any business person who, in their 
professional activity, sells products and/or services to 
private individuals, from a retail unit that he/she owns or 
rents commercially. In this context the retailer is therefore 
the person operating the retail unit. 

Retail
Retail is defined as all activities involving selling to an end 
customer, in particular the sale of goods, the provision 
of services, and artisan businesses involving direct 
contact with the public. Activities undertaken by liberal 
professionals, educational institutions, creches and 
nurseries cannot be defined as retail.

Window display
A structure constructed from glass, wood, etc. at the front 
of a shop, in which merchandise can be displayed; the 
display itself, and the products within it.
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Glossary

A

Shopfront
Part of the facade of the building (external), corresponding 
(internally) to the retail unit. By extension, the retail facade 
is understood to include any elements of the facade and 
all elements added to the building that form part of the 
visual identity of the business (signs, window, awning).

Frame
Everything surrounding an opening (door or window), e.g. 
panels.

Sign
Text, shape, image or a combination of the above affixed 
to a building and relating to a business operating within. A 
sign cannot include references to third parties, such as a 
brand or its products.

Illuminated sign
A sign that is illuminated by an external light source, for 
example signs illuminated by projection and lightboxes. 

Luminous sign
A sign consisting primarily or one or more light sources.

Retail facade
Section of the facade of the building (externally) corres-
ponding to the retail premises, excluding elements of the 
“shopfront”, asdefined above. 
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From the pavement to the sign: 34 effective 
tips for an shopfront with impact
The external design of a retail unit contributes to the suc-
cess of the shop. It conveys a strong image: the persona-
lity of your business. What are the key points to consider 
in your design? 

B

Parallel sign:
This is the most common means of communicating your identity.  
Parallel signs identify the shop and what it sells. Usually, parallel 
signs include and name of the shop or its logo. 

Perpendicular sign:
This element is situated at the level of the shop’s cornice. It is the 
most visible element as it can be seen from a distance and enables 
people to identify your shop.

Awning:
This element is not entirely dedicated to communication. A sun 
awning may be necessary to protect goods displayed in the window. 
It is ideal for supplementing the information provided on the parallel 
sign.

Window stickers or window text:
This area should not be neglected. It should be simple and 
contribute to the image of the shop, but be careful not to discourage 
potential customers. It is also worth remembering that no more 
than 50% of the total glazed surface may be covered with lettering, 
images or other decorative or informative elements.

Frame:
The space surrounding your shop window. Here, we will be looking at 
the stall riser, the area below the window.
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Before renovating,   
do your research ! 
Regional and municipal regulations aim to preserve 
the architectural and visual character of the facade. If 
you intend to change colours, alter frames, or modify or 
remove an element of the facade, you must seek planning 
permission in advance.

Various accessibility requirements must be fulfilled during 
certain types of renovation work, while some buildings 
are listed and subject to stricter rules. Finally, structures 

This chapter provides diagrams and examples to inspire 
you. You will see that enhancing your shop does not 
necessarily require a large investment; you can make 
a positive impact on turnover and sales, even on a 
shoestring budget.

Did you know? What are the elements of your shopfront?

associated with the business (signs, sun awnings, etc.) 
must not, under any circumstances, be detrimental to the 
upper storeys and some, (such as luminous or illuminated 
signs), are subject to a municipal tax. 

It is often a good idea to use existing features and 
materials rather than undertaking major transformations 
or more substantial work.

In short, you must ALWAYS consult your municipal 
planning department  
in advance to find out what changes you are allowed to 
make to your shopfront !
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Renovate your shopfront...  
but think carefully !
1. When thinking about renovating your shopfront, 

consider your facade as a whole, from roof to 
pavement: it acts as a backdrop and contributes to 
the image of your business.

2. Make sure that the facade is architecturally coherent 
as a whole - both in terms of style and the materials 
and colours used - and develop an image consistent 
with the interior design and business concept.

3. Heritage is a bonus, and can greatly contribute to your 
image. We recommend preserving the original style 
and spirit, for example by letting raw materials shine: 
blue stone, metal elements, wooden shopfronts, etc.

4. If you are considering painting your facade, avoid 
garish colours and make sure the overall impression 
created by the woodwork and the shop window is 
harmonious (matching or complementary colours). 
Unsure about which shades or colours to choose? 
The local authorities in your municipality can provide 
information on the appropriate colour palate for your 
surroundings. 

5. If your facade is considered “significant” to the 
architectural history of the Region, you will be under 
increased scrutiny from the municipal authorities 
(especially if it is listed!).

 To find out more, visit:
 https://mybrugis.irisnet.be/brugis/#/

 (attention l’inventaire établi par la Région n’est pas 
encore complet : toutes les communes n’ont pas 
encore été traitées).

6. If you intend to change colours, alter frames, or 
remove an element of the facade, you must seek 
planning permission in advance. 

7. Des logements au-dessus de votre commerce ? 
L’aménagement des  
rez-de-chaussée commerciaux ou destinés à un autre 
usage que l’habitation ne peut empêcher l’occupation 
des étages supérieurs. 

 More information here:
 https://logement.brussels/documents/documents-du-

cil/etages-vides-au-dessus-des-commerces/fiche-01

8. Consider customers with reduced mobility! Install a 
doorbell or intercom 90-110 cm from ground level and 
do not forget to mark steps and glazed surfaces to 
ensure good visibility. 

9. Searching for the precise location of a shop and 
not finding it immediately... frustrating, isn’t it? Use 
renovation works as an opportunity to clearly mark 
your street number.

Like a giant calling card
10. GRemember that your shopfront is the first place to 

boost “stopping power”. In other words, you can use 
it to catch the eye and pique the interest of potential 
customers. 

11. Consider your shopfront as an integral part of your 
visual identity and brand image.

The pavement, another 
space for increasing the 
visibility of your shop !
12. With the advance permission of the municipal 

authorities, you may be able to use a section of 
pavement to attract the attention of passers-by and 
encourage them to enter your store. 

13. An A-board is the easiest option: whether you use 
words and/or images, be sure to make your message 
clear and precise. It should also be consistent with 
your brand image, in terms of shape, message, 
colour, materials used, etc.

14. Want to put tables and chairs on the pavement? 
Consider people with reduced mobility, parents with 
pushchairs, etc.: leave a 1.50 metre wide passage.

If your facade possesses 
notable architectural elements, 
the Region has set aside funds 
to help shopkeepers like you 
restore the original features  
of non-listed properties that 
contribute to the character  
of the building or district.
For more info: 
http://patrimoine.brussels/agir/en-
pratique/restaurer-le-petit-patrimoine-
non-protege

Certain structures, such as 
luminous or illuminated signs, 
are subject to municipal tax. 
Save on taxes and electricity 
bills by choosing a non-
luminous, non-illuminated sign!

https://mybrugis.irisnet.be/brugis/#/
https://logement.brussels/documents/documents-du-cil/etages-vides-au-dessus-des-commerces/fiche-01
https://logement.brussels/documents/documents-du-cil/etages-vides-au-dessus-des-commerces/fiche-01
http://patrimoine.brussels/agir/en-pratique/restaurer-le-petit-patrimoine-non-protege
http://patrimoine.brussels/agir/en-pratique/restaurer-le-petit-patrimoine-non-protege
http://patrimoine.brussels/agir/en-pratique/restaurer-le-petit-patrimoine-non-protege
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15. Have a few surprises in store for customers: they will 
appreciate thoughtful touches.

16. The window frame is an ideal area to express 
your creativity, incorporate “original” materials 
and assert the identity of your business. Make 
sure to obtain the relevant permits if you wish to 
change the materials and/or colour.

17. DWhere possible, reuse existing materials. When 
thoroughly cleaned, beautiful vintage tiles can 
give your shopfront the wow factor ! 

The sign:     
your identity  at a glance 

18. Make the right choice when selecting a sign, by 
opting for recycled and recyclable materials. 
Artificial lighting is not always necessary. Make 
sure it is easy to dismantle and recycle.

19. Not sure whether to choose a parallel or 
perpendicular sign? Choose the one best 
suited to the location of your shop: in a narrow 
or pedestrianised shopping street, choose a 
perpendicular sign, which offers greater visibility. 
On the other hand, if you are located on a wide 
avenue with large volumes of customers passing 
your business on foot or by car, opt for a parallel 
sign. 

Your shop window frame, a “visual gateway”

LFrame:
L’encadrement est le véritable support de la vitrine, comme un 
encadrement souligne et met en valeur un tableau. Il est donc un 
endroit privilégié pour développer la créativité, pour intégrer des 
matériaux « originaux », pour rappeler l’identité du commerce. C’est 
la porte d’entrée du regard.

Regulations:
When making changes to the facade, you must apply for planning 
permission. Atrium will help you with this application. 

Tips & tricks:
Choose the content: colour palette, decorative edging - not 
permitted on blue stone.

Choose the material: paint, vinyl, tiles, wood.

Choose the surface: don’t mix materials and colours. Make sure the 
window frame is in keeping with the graphic charter of your shop.

5
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Before considering a new sign 
for your shopfront, always 
consult the local authorities 
in your municipality, who will 
be able to inform you of best 
practices.
For example, the following was posted by 
the City of Charleroi: 
https://static.squarespace.com/
static/52dbef69e4b09473684733c7/
t/571e3c96b6aa60aa501
d3ec6/1461599477561/
Charleroi+Bouwemmester+-
+Charte+ENSEIGNES-TERRASSES.pdf

20. On a tight budget? No problem! Choosing the right 
font (the style of the lettering in which your text is 
written) and using it wisely is an affordable and 
creative way of making your sign stand out from 
those of your competitors

 Several inspiring examples here: https://www.hier-
dp.com/
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https://static.squarespace.com/static/52dbef69e4b09473684733c7/t/571e3c96b6aa60aa501d3ec6/1461599477561/Charleroi+Bouwemmester+-+Charte+ENSEIGNES-TERRASSES.pdf
https://static.squarespace.com/static/52dbef69e4b09473684733c7/t/571e3c96b6aa60aa501d3ec6/1461599477561/Charleroi+Bouwemmester+-+Charte+ENSEIGNES-TERRASSES.pdf
https://static.squarespace.com/static/52dbef69e4b09473684733c7/t/571e3c96b6aa60aa501d3ec6/1461599477561/Charleroi+Bouwemmester+-+Charte+ENSEIGNES-TERRASSES.pdf
https://static.squarespace.com/static/52dbef69e4b09473684733c7/t/571e3c96b6aa60aa501d3ec6/1461599477561/Charleroi+Bouwemmester+-+Charte+ENSEIGNES-TERRASSES.pdf
https://static.squarespace.com/static/52dbef69e4b09473684733c7/t/571e3c96b6aa60aa501d3ec6/1461599477561/Charleroi+Bouwemmester+-+Charte+ENSEIGNES-TERRASSES.pdf
https://static.squarespace.com/static/52dbef69e4b09473684733c7/t/571e3c96b6aa60aa501d3ec6/1461599477561/Charleroi+Bouwemmester+-+Charte+ENSEIGNES-TERRASSES.pdf
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21. æit must be in the “facia” above the shop window. 

 You can read the rules here: https://urbanisme.
irisnet.be/publications/publications-1/feuillet-de-
lurbanisme-enseignes-et-publicites-associees-a-
lenseigne

The parallel sign:
The parallel sign is situated on the facia, above the shop window, at 
least 3 m above ground level. It may not spill over onto residential 
properties on the upper storeys.

Regulations:
Min 50 cm from common wall.

Max protrusion 0.25 m. 

Tips & tricks:

Choose the content: the name of your shop and/or its logo.

Choose the background: the wall – a sign board – tiles – a lightbox.

Choose a lettering technique: 3D letting – vinyl – paint – mosaic - 
cut-out letters.

1

1

1

22. Your aim? Efficiency! Choose a simple shape and a 
unique, memorable and easily legible message.

types of sign, including cutout, painted or raised 
lettering. 

26. If you wish to illuminate your sign, opt for methods 
that are less “obtrusive” than lightboxes, such as 
backlit lettering. Be careful not to alienate your 
neighbours (and drive up your electricity bill) by 
leaving your lights on when your business is closed ! 

E S T D .
1 9 9 3

SHOP

SHOP

E S T D .
1 9 9 3

SHOP

· SHOP ·

B A K E R Y
ESTD .

1 9 9 3

SHOP

· SHOP ·

23. If you are taking over an existing shop, start by 
removing any panelling or boxing, which, as well as 
looking dated, may compromise the visibility of your 
brand identity. 

24. On a parallel sign, the name of your business may be 
positioned wherever you like: right, left centre...

25. Unleash your inner artist! There are many different 

Illuminated or luminous signs 
require planning permission and 
are subject to municipal tax. 
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https://urbanisme.irisnet.be/publications/publications-1/feuillet-de-lurbanisme-enseignes-et-publicites-associees-a-lenseigne
https://urbanisme.irisnet.be/publications/publications-1/feuillet-de-lurbanisme-enseignes-et-publicites-associees-a-lenseigne
https://urbanisme.irisnet.be/publications/publications-1/feuillet-de-lurbanisme-enseignes-et-publicites-associees-a-lenseigne
https://urbanisme.irisnet.be/publications/publications-1/feuillet-de-lurbanisme-enseignes-et-publicites-associees-a-lenseigne
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27. Remember that all elements of your facade are 
vulnerable. If trucks park or turn outside your store,  
it is possible that they could damage, or even snap, 
your perpendicular sign. Bear this in mind when 
considering its size and the height at which to attach it.

29. The 5 steps below will help you design an effective 
perpendicular sign.

5. Définir une technique de fixation

4. Définir une technique de lettrage

avec reliefsans relief
(vinyle, texte peint,...)

potence fixation 
latérale

support 
intérmédiaire

3. Donner une forme au panneau

logo
choisi

forme
géométrique

2. Définir le support

panneau 
différentes épaisseurs

toile
PVC, textile... 

1. Définir le contenu

logo
choisi

nom 
du commerce

A sun awning?  
Only where necessary

30. If the products displayed in your window or on a 
counter close to the window are at risk of being 
damaged by contact with the sunlight, a sun awning 
is appropriate.

31. As for perpendicular signs, consider trucks parking or 
turning in front of your business before choosing the 
size. Remember, your awning is vulnerable !

Certain municipalities have 
specific rules on the colour of 
awnings. For example, they must 
be red and green in the Unesco 
heritage area around the Grand 
Place. Do your research!

Certain municipalities prohibit 
the use of awnings: seek 
information from the local 
authorities before starting work. 
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28. Choose a shape and/or symbol that clearly 
represents your business: a book for a book shop, a 
fish for a fishmonger, etc.

The perpendicular sign:
The perpendicular sign is the first element of the shop the customer 
sees. Keep it very simple so it is easy to read from a distance. It can 
include the name and/or logo of the shop.

Regulations:
75 cm - perpendicular signs may not exceed 75 cm in height or 
width.

The maximum depth is 15 cm.

They must be situated on a level with the cornice. Its overhang must 
end at least 35 cm from the vertical kerb of the pavement

It must be situated at a height of at least 2.70 m.

Tips & tricks:

Choose the content: the name and/or logo of your shop.

Choose the background: a panel - fabric.

Choose a lettering technique: 3D letting – vinyl – paint – mosaic - 
cut-out letters.

Choose a shape: a geometric shape or the shape of the logo.

Choose a hanging technique: a bracket – a side mount.

2

2
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32. Follow the rules in the diagram below when fitting an 
awning.

The awning:
The awning is the perfect place to provide additional information 
on your services. You could give your phone number, state whether 
you offer delivery, etc. Remember that awnings require regular 
maintenance.

Regulations:
Width of the window: the maximum width is the same as that of the 
shop window.

Valence: the height of the valence must not exceed 25 cm.

Depth: the depth must leave at least 35 cm of the pavement 
uncovered.

Cassette: the cassette containing the awning must not protrude by 
more than 12 cm.

Tips & tricks:

Choose the content: the name of your shop - logo - services.

Choose the material: waterproof fabric.

Choose the placement: on the valence or on the upper surface.

3

3

33. Use the fabric surface to remind customers of the 
name and logo of your shop. It can be an excellent 
addition to your sign.

34. Fabric deteriorates rapidly and requires regular 
upkeep: avoid pale colours, which quickly become 
dirty. 

Your window, a key space

We have devoted an entire guide to windows - why not 
take a look? 
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Who are we?
hub.brussels is the Brussels Agency for Business Support.

hub.brussels is driven by the ambition to make Brussels 
the most attractive and pleasant place to launch a 
business.

We offer tailored support, free tools and proven expertise 
to strengthen your independence, simplify your decisions, 
and help you succeed in Brussels and beyond.

hub.brussels is also over 200 attentive, dedicated and 
passionate people, and a promise to support, inspire and 
propel you, your business, and your most daring projects...

We are hub.brussels; we are with you.

Contact
Got a question or comment on this practical guide? Want 
to design a shop interior that is both eco-friendly and on 
trend? Contact the hub.brussels Retail  
Design expert, Thibaut Surin, at the following address: 
red@hub.brussels

Thanks
hub.brussels offer our warmest thanks to everyone who 
has contributed, directly or indirectly, to making this guide 
a reference on the subject of sustainable shop fitting and 
design. 

While it is not possible to mention all of them here, we 
would like to give special thanks to Steven Bollé, for 
his expertise and contagious enthusiasm, and Anne 
Boulord, for her creative writing skills and unfailing 
professionalism. 

We would also like to express our huge gratitude to all of 
the brave and inventive retailers and entrepreneurs, who 
have patiently and passionately answered our numerous 
questions and supported the publication of this guide.


