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Territorialising brand experience and consumption: negotiating a role for pop-up 

retailing 

 

Abstract 

The evolving consumption landscape creates challenges for retailers in accommodating their 

modus operandi to negotiate changing consumer needs, arguably requiring a ‘new’ type of 

retailing to hopefully facilitate future success. We suggest that an important aspect of such 

negotiation will be the use of ‘pop-up’ activity, and we critically evaluate the potential of these 

ephemeral consumption spaces to constitute and shape consumers’ brand-oriented relations and 

experiences into the future. 

Informed by the work of Deleuze and Guattari, we take a territorological perspective. Drawing 

on data from eight UK-based pop-up cases, we analyse: (1) how these temporary ‘territories’ 

of brand experience are developed and implemented; (2) what differentiates them from other, 

traditionally conceived, territories of brand experience; and (3) critically evaluate pop-up’s 

neglected characterisation in terms of a more ‘fluid’ spatial-temporal retail territory, to better 

understand its role in contemporary consumer culture. 

We posit that the development of pop-up activities occurs through the coordination of actions 

of a variety of stakeholders, constituting a spatial-temporal confluence of both material and 

processual elements to create a ‘refrain’, through the compression and compaction of interior, 

intermediary, exterior and annexed milieus. In doing so, we offer a new lens through which to 

view the creation of retail consumption spaces. 

 

Keywords: pop-up; retailing; territory; brand experience; milieu  
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Introduction 

More nuanced, interdisciplinary theorisations of space and place, incorporating  

phenomenologically oriented, social relational perspectives - and a more overt consideration 

of temporality - are arguably required in relation to sites of marketing/consumption 

(Chatzidakis et al.: 2018). In a consumer culture context, one recent practice that potentially 

provides a fertile ground for investigations into such issues is the ‘pop-up’ concept, which has 

been embraced by an array of commercial and non-commercial organisations (Ferreri, 2015). 

Pop-up is especially evident in retailing (see Warnaby and Shi, 2018), and has become “a 

fashionable choice for creative start-ups and a popular marketing tactic for global brands” 

(Harris, 2015: 592).  

From a business/marketing perspective, Warnaby et al. (2015) identify three 

distinguishing characteristics of pop-up retailing: (1) an experiential in-store environment 

facilitating consumer-brand engagement; (2) a focus on promoting a brand/product line to 

create a ‘buzz’; and (3) presence for a limited period in order to create a sense of urgency, and 

stimulate purchase or other action. From a geographical perspective, in a broader urban context, 

Harris (2015: 593) identifies three “significant spatiotemporal imaginaries” of pop-up: (1) 

Flexibility - i.e. “where pop-up valorises places which are quick to construct, relocate and 

remove, organising space-time to assure its plasticity in the future”; (2) Interstitiality - i.e. 

relating to the spatiotemporal in-betweeness of pop-up locations; and (3) Immersion - i.e. 

emphasising pop-up’s experiential attributes. 

Accordingly, pop-up invites us to understand socio-relational, spatial, and temporal 

elements of retailing as a departure from the widely-conceived, bounded and physical sites of 

consumption exemplified by fixed retail formats, through which traditional accounts have 

largely been theorised (e.g. Puccinelli et al., 2009; Verhoef et al., 2009). The possible 

implications of these more ephemeral settings of consumer-brand interactions (usually in an 
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urban context), are wide-ranging and significant. For, example, the branded space of pop-up 

stores could be conceptualised as a manifestation Moor’s (2003) ‘new marketing’, revolving 

around brand communities of interest, characterised by spatial-temporal flexibility and an 

overtly experiential orientation to create a brand-oriented ‘space of proximity’ for consumers. 

Recent industry developments - notably the rise of online consumption and its concomitant 

impact on ‘traditional’ retail space, in terms of how it is perceived and used (see Butler, 2018; 

Wood, 2017, for recent press comment on this issue, and from a broader academic perspective, 

Ritzer and Miles, 2019) - means that such ‘spaces of proximity’ in a retail context are 

increasingly manifest across both ‘real’ and virtual space, and time. Thus, the consequent need 

for retailers to be flexible in order to succeed - or, indeed, merely survive - in an increasingly 

multi- and omni-channel industry has arguably never been greater.  

In a broader urban context, taking a rhythmic spatial-temporal perspective, Madanipour 

(2017: 50-51) notes that there will inevitably be periodic mismatches between spatial supply 

and demand. This is evident in the cyclical nature of the market economy, “reflected in the 

periods of expansion and contraction, which are accompanied by a parallel process of spatial 

production”, which has “created spatial, temporal and institutional gaps, which are sometimes 

filled by temporary interventions, in search of interim solutions”.  The temporary nature of 

pop-up is reflected in its descriptions as ‘interim’ and ‘meanwhile’ uses of urban space (Ferreri 

2015), and as urban ‘interruptions’, appropriating space in novel and potentially innovative 

ways for a limited period (Ferreri, 2016). Thus, Harris (2015: 598) argues that pop-up, by filling 

up - or ‘papering over’ - gaps in urban spatial production, “reframing it as an opportunity for 

immediate use and future development”, thereby perpetuates the old order during times of 

urban crisis, which will revert to ‘normal use’ when the crisis passes. Indeed, such spatial-

temporal flexibility becomes “a valuable urban model” (ibid: 594) in that it reduces economic 

risk in times of uncertainty, as well as generating capital flow for property owners that would 
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otherwise not be realised, in addition to promoting innovation. However, Harris also highlights 

the existence of a downside to such flexibility; namely precarity, both of place (i.e. pop-up 

places are provisional and temporary), and also of labour (in that there is an assumption that 

those employed in pop-up are also exhibiting total flexibility, manifest in precarious or 

intermittent employment - see also Ferreri, 2015). 

 This leads to questions relating to the extent to which retail space needs to be 

(re)conceptualised in more flexible terms, in order to reflect its ever more fluid and relational 

nature. In our research, we investigate the potential of the pop-up concept in this regard, 

drawing on the concept of territorology (Brighenti, 2010) in the context of the pop-up retail 

store, which we suggest can be considered a ‘territory’.  

Initially, it may seem counter-intuitive to consider pop-up, characterised by its inherent 

flexibility, in this way; partly because ‘territory’ has been traditionally imagined, from a 

‘sedentarist’ perspective, in terms of fixity and enclosure (Brighenti, 2014), and as a distinct, 

boundaried space affected by a certain control or regular set of behaviours (see Kärrholm, 2007, 

2012, for a review). However, it is important to recognise that territory can be regarded as “not 

an absolute concept. It is always relative to a sphere of application or a structural domain of 

practice” (Brighenti, 2010: 61). Territories, thus, arise through (possibly contested) processes 

of producing, maintaining and assigning spaces with meaning (Kärrholm, 2007, 2008). In other 

words, a territory is a product of human and institutional relations. Indeed, counter to some 

stereotypical perspectives, Brighenti (2010: 53) argues that territory is “better conceived as an 

act or practice rather than an object or physical space”, suggesting that the main characteristics 

of territories can be considered from more dynamic relational and processual perspectives. 

Thus, “[f]ar from being the epitome of fixity, territories are on-going, open productions” 

(Brighenti, 2014: 15). We thus argue that conceptualising the inherent flexibility of pop-up 

retailing through the lens of territorology helps us analyse how this manifestation of, to adapt 
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Moor’s (2003) term, this ‘new retailing’ can more fully address the needs of the changing 

contemporary landscape of consumer culture. 

We begin by reviewing the literature on territory, noting the significance of, and 

framing a particular emphasis on, Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notions of refrain and milieus, 

and outline the empirical suitability of pop-up activities for the purposes of our inquiry.  

Drawing on data relating to the development and implementation of  eight case studies of UK-

based pop-up retail activities, perceived as successful by those who developed and 

implemented them, we analyse how these spatially and temporally flexible ‘territories’ of brand 

consumption can be elucidated. More specifically, using the ‘refrain’ as a guiding 

conceptualisation, we seek to address the following research objectives:  

(1) To establish how these temporary, flexible territories are developed and 

implemented;  

(2) To evidence what differentiates them from other, traditionally conceived, territories 

of brand experience. 

These initial objectives enable us to address our final objective, which summarises the broader 

contribution of our research:  

(3) To critically evaluate pop-up’s neglected characterisation as ‘fluid’ spatial-temporal 

retail territories, to better understand its role in contemporary consumer culture.  

 

Locating a territorial perspective on pop-up retailing 

A fundamental aspect in defining (and delineating) territory is the role of boundaries, which 

“become the object of an on-going work of enactment, reinforcement, negation, interpretation 

and negotiation” (Brighenti, 2010: 62), making the creation of territory an active and dynamic 

endeavour (Kärrholm, 2009). Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari (1987), Brighenti suggests that, 

“a territory is not to be understood as an object, nor as a subject, but rather as a mode, or act”, 
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through which ‘territorial movements’ (incorporating deterritorialisation, reterritorialisation 

and territorialisation) can be viewed as “a way of expressing a certain relationship with the 

world” (2010: 63-64). 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) use a musical analogy to express this relationship, through 

notions of rhythm (conceptualised in terms of territorial motifs, characterising the specific 

expressive qualities of a space), and melody (i.e. territorial counterpoints, which express the 

relationship between territory and external circumstances). They describe the coming together 

of rhythms and melodies in an expressive manner to create a territory using the term refrain. 

We posit that experiential and spatially-temporally flexible pop-up territories (often, according 

to Pomodoro, 2013, considered as events), can be conceptualised as refrains; namely, the 

confluence of material and processual (incorporating notions of ‘territorial movements’) 

elements, at a particular place and time.  

In the pop-up retail context, a territorial motif could relate to those elements (e.g. logo, 

design concept, store fixtures/fittings etc.) that identify the brand, whereas a territorial 

counterpoint serves to contrast the brand with its surroundings, thereby assuming 

territorialising properties. Deleuze and Guattari further argue that territory “is built from 

aspects or portions of milieus” (1987: 314), having interior, intermediary, exterior and annexed 

milieus.  

The milieu concept can be usefully applied to pop-up retailing. Thus, the interior milieu 

could constitute the in-store environment (i.e. the materiality of the store design, fixtures/ 

fittings etc., thereby helping create ‘motifs’). Pop-up’s essential ephemerality means that its 

‘material stabilisation’ (Kärrholm, 2008) needs perforce to be flexible (see de Lassus and 

Anido Freire, 2014), facilitating ease of movement, and assembly/dismantling etc. The 

intermediary milieu arguably constitutes the location of the pop-up store in its immediate 

environs, and thereby, creating boundaries, which may be manifest in both material and 
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performative ways. This provides a counterpoint to the wider external - usually urban - milieu 

within which the store is located, and indeed, some classificatory schema of pop-up stores 

explicitly use the type of area within which a store is located as a distinguishing criterion (see 

Surchi, 2011). The annexed milieu arguably relates to the fact that, “the lines between pop-up 

and traditional retailing are fading fast” (CEBR, 2015: 4). Thus, retail experience is not 

restricted to the physical territory of the store, but increasingly incorporates a related digital 

experience in ‘alternative channels’ (Verhoef et al., 2009). 

In spatial terms, this notion of milieus provides a useful explication of pop-up retailing. 

In temporal terms, this incorporates an ‘evental’ (Brighenti, 2010) perspective, and the 

associated consumption experience can be viewed processually (Antéblian et al., 2014; Tynan 

and McKechnie, 2009). This can involve multiple touch-points and require substantial 

interaction between the parties organising the activity, and the wider brand community 

(Arnould et al., 2004, and in this specific context, Klein et al., 2016), thereby resonating with 

the notion of pop-up activity as ‘refrain’. We now turn our attention towards the means by 

which we addressed our research objectives. 

 

Research design 

The empirical material presented is drawn from eight pop-up case organisations (see Table 1) 

enabling the study of “a number of cases in order to inquire into the phenomenon, population 

or general condition” (Stake, 1998: 89). This approach was chosen because of its suitability for 

examining different features of a relatively new phenomenon [pop-up retailing] and the 

relationship between them (Eisenhardt, 1989). We identified case examples by following an 

established conceptual approach for positioning different retail types in terms of two key 

dimensions, represented as continua (e.g. Sherry, 1990). We therefore position our cases 

according to:  
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(1) The purpose of the pop-up activity, distinguishing between transactional and 

promotional; 

(2) The nature of the organisation, distinguishing between emergent brands (i.e. 

operated by entrepreneurs, which are at the earliest stages of their life-cycles), and 

established brands.  

This guided our conceptual interpretation of the retail context (see Figure 1) to inform case 

selection. 

 

Insert Table 1 about here. 

 

Insert Figure 1 about here. 

 

Given the focus of the inquiry to interrogate and critically evaluate the potential of these 

ephemeral consumption spaces to constitute and shape consumers’ brand-oriented relations and 

experiences, a mix of qualitative methods was chosen (Hracs and Jannssen, 2017).  The primary 

source of data collected included sixteen semi-structured interviews (typically lasting around 

60 minutes) with brand founders, senior managers, PR, marketing and event managers, and 

store staff as appropriate to each case. Consistent with the experiential marketing literature (e.g. 

Antéblian et al., 2014, Tynan and McKechnie, 2009), interviews were structured 

chronologically, to investigate decision areas and activities undertaken within three processual 

stages - pre-pop-up activity, actual pop-up activity, and post-pop-up activity - as well as 

investigating the motives behind the decision to use a pop-up concept. In addition, non-

participant observations during pop-up events were captured in field notes alongside electronic 

content generated through retailers’ social media feeds, while other artefacts, such as 

promotional materials, collected during the lead researcher’s time the field, were gathered in 
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order to supplement subsequent analysis. Such ‘data triangulation’ (Denzin, 1978), involving 

the use of a variety of data sources in a study, “opens the way for richer and potentially more 

valid interpretations” (Decrop, 1999: 159). In particular, the field notes were especially useful 

in supplementing interview data by shedding “additional light on the textual content” and 

identifying themes (Decrop, 1999) by which we structured our interpretive account. Following 

an established process of thematic coding (Crang, 2005; Hracs and Janssen, 2017) - where 

themes were drawn from the chronological structure of the interviews (consistent with the 

experiential marketing literature described above), and additional themes identified from the 

supplementary information sources - the analytical procedure was emergent and iterative, 

allowing us to move back and forth between the literature, data collection and interpretation in 

order to identify and organise findings relating to the material (incorporating interior, 

intermediary, exterior and annexed milieus), and processual elements (incorporating 

territorial movement and temporality); combining to create the refrain which constitutes the 

pop-up territory. In our findings, we present this as the narrative basis of our interpretation in 

order to maintain a sensitivity to the underpinning theorisation of territory. Through this 

approach, “the theory-building process occurs via recursive cycling among the case data, 

emerging theory, and later, extant literature” (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007: 25), as we sought 

to inform our research concerns “about how social experience is created and given meaning” 

(Gephart, 2004: 454). In order to maintain sensitivity towards issues of unitisation and inter-

coder reliability and agreement (Campbell et al., 2013), and consistent with Denzin’s (1978) 

notion of ‘investigator triangulation’, the final themes through which we present the narrative 

basis of our interpretation were refined following a number of iterative discussions between 

the researchers focusing on the material and temporal dimensions of pop-up.  

 

Findings 
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Our findings are divided into three main sections relating to: (1) material and spatial aspects; 

(2) processual elements; and (3) negotiating pop-up’s potential role in the contemporary 

landscape of consumer culture. Here, we draw on the notion of refrain, conceptualising 

territory as a confluence of material and processual elements at a particular place and time, 

and which Deleuze and Guattari (1987) highlight as having a catalytic function. 

 

Material and spatial aspects: constituting pop-up territories 

The first research objective relates to the means by which pop-up territories are developed and 

implemented. We structure this account using the milieu concept, to discuss how pop-up 

territories can be conceptualised through interior, intermediary, exterior and annexed milieus. 

 

Interior milieu  

The interior milieu refers to “composing elements” and “composed substances” (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987: 313), which in the pop-up retail context, can comprise specific design concepts, 

configurations of corporate identity elements, fixtures and fittings etc. affecting consumer 

experience. This resonates with existing conceptualisations of more traditional fixed retail 

formats as an important medium for consumer experience creation (e.g. Verhoef et al., 2009), 

but acknowledges that modification/accommodation to the temporary nature of the space is an 

important aspect of planning store atmospherics in this context. Some  retailers under study 

kept the original configuration of the available space for the pop-up, especially if perceived to 

reflect brand values (see Overdiek, 2018), also recognising that design standards and 

atmospherics could be more flexible in this temporary context (de Lassus and Anido Friere, 

2014):  

“It was an existing building, but actually, to be fair, we didn't do a huge amount inside… 

we weren’t trying to pretend we were anything but we were popping up for a limited 
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period of time in these environments” (Brand Concept Manager, Department Store 

Chain).  

 

Moreover, some interior milieu elements are expressive in that they nurture, enhance 

and entertain relations, which in turn, constitute territorial motifs (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) 

relating to the brands in question. Thus, in some of the pop-up stores investigated, the presence 

of multiple screens, allowing the controlled communication of promotional messages, was 

observed. This was also a means of overcoming some inherent space constraints. For example, 

it was observed that the spatial ‘footprint’ of various pop-ups was relatively small – as one 

respondent noted, “There is not a huge amount of space to do ‘big display’”. It also facilitated 

spatial flexibility within the interior milieu. For ‘nomadic’ pop-ups moving from location to 

location, such as the Online Women’s Clothing Brand that occupied empty premises in four 

UK cities, this could be regarded as a means of more effectively accommodating brand related 

territorial motifs to the actual topography of the available space. This was of particular 

importance given the fact that some respondents articulated difficulties in obtaining empty 

premises, with numerous examples cited of space suddenly becoming unavailable, requiring 

the company to amend their existing plans for the design of the interior milieu 

 

Intermediary milieu  

The intermediary milieu denotes the ‘membranes’ that limit and mark the territory (Deleuze 

and Guattari, 1987), established by, among other things, actants (e.g. artefacts, rules etc.) that 

work together in networks to enable those within to perform particular activities or functions, 

and in so doing contribute to territorial creation, and moreover, development of counterpoint 

(i.e. the relationship between territory and external circumstances).  
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Thus, in a pop-up context, this intermediary milieu can be manifest in the adoption of 

an accepted mode of behaviour (especially within more interactive/experiential pop-ups). 

Other performative aspects could include the need to register interest (e.g. via response to social 

media stimuli prior to a visit), or booking tickets to gain admission. Furthermore, this 

performativity can contribute to the creation of a community of practice centred on the brand 

(Surchi, 2011). The space of the Online Menswear Retailer emphasised these performative 

aspects, planned as a live-performance installation, incorporating production, design and 

consumption, which offered customers a high degree of transparency, and built a human 

narrative into the production process:   

“I’ve quite enjoyed gauging people’s responses to the fact that we’re making stuff in-

store…. It has been a nice way to engage with people” (Brand Founder). 

 

As Brighenti (2010: 57) notes “only once relations among actors, rather than space, are 

put at the conceptual core of territory, does it become possible to capture the ways in which 

spatial and non-spatial territories are superimposed on one another and endowed with multiple 

meanings”. Performativity may, therefore, be underpinned by the material elements of the 

interior milieu and the topography of the space, reinforcing Deleuze and Guattari’s argument 

that one milieu serves as the basis for another, and that they are essentially communicating 

between each other. Where pop-ups occupy existing vacant retail premises their boundaries 

have an obvious materiality, but for Lifestyle Fashion Brand (which was part of a pop-up 

‘department store’ also incorporating other brands, and where boundaries between brand 

spaces were much more porous), observation highlighted the importance of performativity and 

actants in territorial creation, as reinforced by the Brand Founder: 
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“It is very difficult to come up with the visual format that allowed us to communicate 

our own identity within the external environment [of the pop-up department store]. I 

think that was the biggest challenge of the last 10 days”.  

 

Exterior milieu  

In this context, the exterior milieu refers to the interaction between the pop-up shop and the 

surrounding built environment, again resonating with the notion of counterpoint. Thus, the fact 

that a particular space is colonised for the duration of the pop-up activity (by actants and 

performative expressions), will serve to frame the territory and distinguish it from ‘outside’. 

Most cases under study used dedicated agencies to secure pop-up venues, and as mentioned 

above reported that finding appropriate locations as occasionally problematic.  

Russo Spena et al. (2012) state that central, high-traffic urban shopping districts are 

very popular among pop-ups, to ensure visibility. This is evident here, particularly in the cases 

featuring online retailers. For example, the choice of pop-up location for the Online Women’s 

Clothing Brand was based on where its existing customers were concentrated. Others located 

pop-ups in locations to reach new clientele, and the Department Store Chain opened its pop-up 

store prior to the opening of a permanent store in a provincial city, to increase local brand 

awareness.  

Indeed, for all the retailers under study, respondents articulated that access to their 

actual or potential customer base was, understandably, a crucial fact in determining the choice 

of location for the pop-up activity. This was borne out by observational data of the immediate 

environs of the pop-up stores, which, whenever possible, were located amongst other retailers 

also appealing to the target customer. This resonates with some of the perceived advantages of 

the retail agglomeration concept (see Brown, 1987) and can be regarded as a prudent strategy 

if the aim of the pop-up up is primarily ‘communicational’ (Warnaby et al., 2015) in terms of 
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raising awareness etc. More specifically, when seeking to raise awareness of an essentially 

ephemeral retail outlet, then time is of the essence, and locating in areas the maximise footfall 

is a logical strategy. In the current retail industry environment, characterised by locational 

retrenchment (as mentioned above), then some of the difficulties in finding suitable space for 

pop-up activities mentioned by respondents might be minimised into the future. 

 

Annexed milieu 

The annexed milieu (conceived in behavioural terms, according to Deleuze and Guattari, 

relating to ‘action-perception’), can in this context refer to the blurring of the distinctions 

between pop-up and traditional retailing (CEBR, 2015), and pop-up’s interaction with other 

activities consistent with the broader concept of multi-channel retailing. As part of the 

experiential elements within the interior milieu of the store, observation data indicated that 

innovative technologies and digital installations played an important role in territorialisation 

for the majority of the cases under study, as mentioned above. However, this was evident 

beyond the physical territory of the internal, intermediary and external milieus; manifest, for 

example, in systems enabling consumers to access the brands through interactive interfaces 

(Pantano and Viassone 2014).  As the Founder of the Lifestyle Fashion Brand stated:  

“… when people walk in [to the pop-up shop] they can socially interact with our atelier 

[located in another country]… we want people to understand our ideas, our interests … 

it is really a marketing tool to show who we are.”  

 

Linking to Brighenti’s (2010) notion of territory, as defined as much by performativity 

as spatiality, the pop-up territory can be expanded (both spatially and temporally) into the 

annexed milieu via, for example, social media channels; by sharing and posting images arising 

from the event to create a sense of broader brand community among consumers. Thus, the 
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Cosmetics Company’s mobile app enabled guests to book appointments and reserve bar tables 

at the pop-up store, share photos and access live social media news feeds irrespective of their 

location. This also facilitated evaluation by the company:  

“…with the app we are driving everything from one platform which gives us great 

measurability, as well as a great experience for our customers” (Head of PR and Events, 

Cosmetics Company). 

 

This reinforces Deleuze and Guattari’s argument that functions in a territory are not 

merely ‘primary’, but also presuppose a territory-producing expressiveness. This potentially 

becomes multi-dimensional: connecting the material with the immaterial (Vandenberghe 

2007), virtual and physical, thereby extending the consumer’s temporal brand experience both 

before and after the pop-up, creating ongoing communities of interest (Moor, 2003).  

 

Processual elements: territorial movement and temporal considerations 

Territories can be delimited by both physical and relational boundaries (Brighenti, 2010). 

Consequently, they may not be totally ‘fixed’ entities, but created through the ‘synchronisation’ 

of different rhythms (Kärrholm, 2009), via processes of de- and re-territorialisation, coalescing 

at particular times and spaces to create ‘refrains’. The overtly processual (and temporal) 

dimension this implies distinguishes pop-up from more ‘sedentarist’ (Brighenti, 2014) 

territories of fixed retail stores.  

Turning our attention towards addressing the second research objective, we now 

consider what differentiates pop-up territories from other, traditionally conceived territories of 

brand experience. 

 

Territorial movement 
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As seen in Table 1, the pop-up activities under study had varying durations. Indeed, as the 

Founder of the Wine Tasting Company suggested: “We keep moving about to different venues, 

doing different tasting events and that was partially choice, partially necessity”. Pop-up’s 

essential ephemerality recalls the concept of ‘territorial movement’ (Brighenti, 2010) 

resonating with Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notions of de- and re-territorialisation, with pop-

up activities assembled and dismantled in situ as appropriate. This is especially true of 

‘nomadic’ pop-up stores, where there may be greater freedom to determine the spatiality of the 

territory, contingent upon restrictions posed by the particular nature of the store format - e.g. 

shipping containers re-purposed as pop-up stores (see Beekmans and de Boer, 2014; 

Schwarzer, 2013), which itself constitutes another specific manifestation of de- and re-

territorialisation.  

Drawing on notions of assemblage, Deleuze and Guattari (1987) argue that a territory 

is always en route to an - at least potential - de-territorialisation, even though in this process 

the creation of a new assemblage may in turn constitute a re-territorialisation. For example, 

fixtures and fittings in pop-up stores may be explicitly designed to increase flexibility (de 

Lassus and Anido Freire, 2014), especially in relation to performativity, resonating with 

notions of territorial ‘movement’. Thus, an important consideration in the design of the Bicycle 

Brand’s pop-up store was to ensure a smooth switchover between physical shop and event 

space at different times. Wooden crates (associated with the notion of travel and adventure, 

consistent with the company’s brand values) were used to display bikes during the day, and 

were then separated and used as seats for guests during evening talks/events. As Melewar 

(2003) suggests, specific designs, fixtures and fittings communicate and reflect the corporate 

identity; here creating an (albeit transient) brand territory for the Bicycle Brand. 

De- and re-territorialisation is of particular resonance with the nomadic pop-up store, 

which is in an almost perpetual state of material de-and re-territorialisation. These processes 



18 
 

can be regarded as “a series of unclaspings” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 326), which will 

affect the various milieus discussed above. Thus, some of the key fixtures and fittings of the 

Cosmetics Company’s London pop-up were transported in a shipping container, recreating the 

experience in four UK cities, thereby increasing the brand’s spatial reach:  

“…it was important for us to spread out the experience across the country. We firstly 

located the key territories, and then literally packed everything up that was in the 

[London] venue and put it in the container and took it on tour” (Event Manager).  

 

Temporal considerations 

If the optimum benefits are to be realised, then pop-up ‘events’ need to be planned and 

managed. Arguably, the synchronisation of all the material elements in each of the milieus 

outlined above, coupled with finite timescales arising from pop-up’s inherent ephemerality, 

make planning and implementing pop-up activities more complex than would be the case for 

more sedentary, fixed retail formats. 

In the event management literature, generic schemas have been developed which - 

adopting an overt temporal perspective - incorporate processual stages of analysis, planning, 

implementation and evaluation (e.g. Bladen et al., 2012; Donlan and Crowther, 2014; Tum et 

al., 2006), and arguably constitute the means by which ‘territorial movement’ - which Brighenti 

(2010, 63) regards “as a mode, or act” - is operationalised. This resonates with the ways in 

which consumer experience(s) have been conceptualised in processual terms, constituting 

different temporal stages (see Antéblian et al., 2014; Tynan and McKechnie, 2009). From a 

brand management perspective, this incorporates planning, communicating, staging and 

delivering the experience (Tynan and McKechnie, 2009), and involves detailed planning and 

development of strategies and infrastructures to accomplish this (Berman and Thelen, 2004; 
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Berry et al., 2002). Consideration of such territorial ‘movement’ was evident through a range 

of decision areas, with implications for territorialisation: 

“We want to create an environment for people to come to and just enjoy, and on the 

back of that, learn about [the company]. … there are many things needed to be done in 

a short timespan: dealing with the venue, speaking with the venue management, looking 

at who can accommodate us in terms of our weight and size.” (Event Manager, 

Cosmetics Company). 

 

From initiating the idea, designing the space, creating a ‘buzz’ (online and offline), to 

staffing and organising day-to-day practicalities, these different activities brought together a 

range of people (including creative media and marketing specialists and event management 

consultancies), to enable the process of territorialisation. This resonates with the more overtly 

performative aspects of territory as a “domain of practice” (Brighenti, 2010: 610). Thus, 

respondents from all the established brands interviewed collaborated with a range of additional 

organisations, contributing to a particular ‘refrain’:  

“We did have other people come on board with us. We had [a public relations company] 

… and also [an event management company] who are the guys who came up with the 

visuals and made it happen. They came with our team and we sit together, once a week, 

throw ideas at each other. Some of the ideas are absolutely mental; you think, how’s that 

going to happen, but they do make it happen” (Event Manager, Cosmetics Company).  

 

 When it came to the operationalisation of the actual pop-up territory, the day-to-day 

practicalities of organisation and ‘material stabilisation’ (Kärrholm 2008) required detailed 

advance planning, given the ephemerality of the territory created. This planning included 
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implementing processes of re- and de-territorialisation implicit in the assembly and dismantling 

of the pop-up activities.  

 Such re- and de-territorialisation processes were also evident with regard to the annexed 

milieu, both before and after the staging of the material pop-up activity. Given that the purpose 

of pop-up can be as much about brand communication/promotion, then making consumers 

aware of a specific pop-up activity to enable them to take advantage of potential opportunities 

for brand-related experiences was an important processual aspect, as well as extending the 

territory (albeit virtually) both spatially and temporally; in this way, perhaps seeking to 

minimise the effects of the ‘unclaspings’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), created by the material 

cessation of the pop-up activity by creating a kind of brand experience ‘half-life’ relating to 

the pop-up through social media. 

 In this regard, all respondents highlighted the importance of social media in generating 

the ‘buzz’ that is a defining characteristic of pop-up (Warnaby et al., 2015) and, equally 

importantly, for monitoring and evaluation purposes during and after the activity. The use - 

and perceived importance - of formal measurement and evaluation mechanisms were evident: 

the Brand Concept Manager of the Department Store outlined these typical mechanisms as 

follows: 

“Data capture was one measure, sales was another one, footfall was another one, the 

media and PR coverage whether that was socially or whatever [was] another measure. 

So, we set ourselves all these measures and, at the end, we go back to those measures 

and check what we achieved against them”.  

 

 All the retailers under study used a combination of such methods to evaluate success of 

the pop-up activities against the objectives set at the start of the process, which were perceived 

as being largely achieved.  In all cases, objectives were orientated towards creating awareness 



21 
 

(particularly for emergent brands), and/or influencing brand perceptions (for more established 

brands); the International Marketing Director of the Online Women’s Clothing Brand 

succinctly summed this up, as follows: “…mainly it’s for brand awareness to introduce the 

brand to people who probably don’t know us…bring it to the audience that wouldn’t 

necessarily shop with us”. From a broader perspective, the Director of a Design Agency 

working with one of the emergent brands under study, articulated the pop-up’s objective in 

more overtly experiential terms: 

“This is about telling a story, it is about a new way a brand identifies what their 

consumer wants, it’s not about getting you to the shop, getting you to see as much stuff 

as possible so you’ll buy it. It is about understand[ing] the relationship with you, and 

be able to keep in touch with you online and at other locations. What you’re doing is 

building social currency.” 

 

We now move to address our third research objective, to evaluate pop-up’s potential role in 

contemporary consumer culture. 

 

Negotiating pop-up’s potential role in contemporary consumption processes  

The increasing use of pop-up is one manifestation of the changing landscape of retail consumer 

culture. Technological innovation is blurring the line between retailers’ digital and traditional 

in-store offerings, bringing both challenges - and opportunities - for how they interact with 

consumers (Dailey, 2004; Eroglu et al., 2003). The role of the retail store is changing, and 

whilst a focus on ‘selling’ remains key, there has been some reorientation towards 

‘relationship-building’ and facilitating a more experientially oriented consumer-brand 

interaction in an increasingly fluid, multi-channel context (Rayburn and Voss, 2013). 

Addressing our third research objective, we draw specifically on the ‘catalytic’ function of 
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Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of refrain (incorporating rhythm and melody). Rhythm is 

conceptualised in terms of territorial motifs, characterising the specific expressive qualities of 

a space, with melody conceptualised as territorial counterpoints, expressing the relationship 

between territory and external circumstances. From a territorological perspective, in this 

specific context, the expressive qualities of motif could refer to the extent to which the pop-up 

territory is positively associated with a particular brand, implied in Brighenti’s (2010: 58) 

highlighting of the “expressive and semiotic” dimensions of territory. This echoes with the fact 

that pop-up activities can equally be used as much for promotional purposes by communicating 

organisational/brand values (Warnaby et al., 2015), and facilitating consumer/brand 

engagement (Kim et al., 2010; Surchi, 2011), as they are for actually selling products.  

In this context of temporary brand experience creation, respondents regarded the 

various elements constituting the interior milieu as crucially important. These included such 

material dimensions needed to reflect brand values/philosophy and facilitate interactions with 

the consumer, as well as creating a brand territory through the explicit use of corporate identity 

communication elements. As Debendetti et al. (2014) suggest, furniture, decorations - as well 

as activities - provided in the commercial setting, reinforce customers’ perceptions of 

authenticity, which is one of the key attributes of attachment to commercial places. Thus, for 

example, the Cosmetics Company’s London pop-up was a manifestation of its innovative and 

quirky positioning, in line with its “unique, fun, and feel good” philosophy.  

In conceptualising brand experience as a series of subjective, internal consumer 

responses (e.g. senses, feelings, cognitions) and behavioural responses evoked by brand-related 

stimuli, Brakus et al. (2009) explicitly highlight branded physical store environments as 

constituting an important dimension of such experience. As a distinguishing characteristic of 

pop-up retailing, experiential factors can facilitate positive associations with the 

organisation/brand. This can arise from specific opportunities for consumers to become 
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actively involved in co-creating brand reality, through interacting and creating dialogues with 

brand representatives and other participants (Vila-López and Rodríguez-Molina, 2013) within 

the brand-oriented territory. As Smilansky (2009: 4) notes, live brand experiences (such as 

experientially oriented pop-up activities) “allow the consumer to live, breathe and feel the 

brand through interactive sensory connections and activities”.  

Moreover, experiences contribute to enhancing the consumer’s emotional connections 

with the brand across time and space (Moor, 2003). Here, Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of 

melody (through the notion of counterpoint) can refer to how the pop-up ‘territory’ is more 

broadly contextualised by brand organisations. As noted above, pop-up is increasingly being 

used as part of integrated, multi-channel and more creative branding strategies (see Klépierre, 

2016), and consequently the spatial-temporal boundaries of the pop-up territory become more 

amorphous: CEBR (2015) notes, permanent retail stores are already beginning to incorporate 

some of the temporal elements of pop-up retail to update/complement their product offering. 

Our respondents indicated, in particular, that the extensive use of social media served 

as an additional form of experiential marketing, extending the consumer’s temporal brand 

experience both before and after the pop-up event, as well as creating ongoing communities of 

interest (see Moor, 2003). This extends pop-up’s spatial-temporal territory, facilitating the 

creation of “floating and multiple” (Brighenti, 2014: 12) brand territories. Implementing social 

media strategies could also help towards countering the absence of a key attribute fostering 

place attachment as mentioned by Debendetti et al. (2014), namely familiarity. The inherent 

ephemerality of pop-up activities could work against creating feelings of familiarity, but social 

media can be used to partially overcome this, through the notion of the annexed milieu. For 

example, ongoing communities of interest arising from pop-up activities can be virtual, thereby 

further expanding the territorial scope through “patterns of relations” (Brighenti, 2010: 57). 

Pop-up can, therefore, complement existing business strategies by creating a unique 
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experience-oriented territory incorporating both physical and virtual aspects that engages 

customers, and generates a feeling of relevance and interactivity (Kim et al., 2010; Niehm et 

al., 2007).  

This aligns with a key pop-up objective of increasing brand awareness, and enhancing 

consumers’ perceptions of brand values/identity (de Lassus and Anido Freire, 2014; Pomodoro, 

2013; Surchi, 2011). Thus, the brand is brought to life by the temporary physical presence of 

the pop-up store (Warnaby et al., 2015), thereby facilitating commercially-oriented place 

attachment (Debenedetti et al., 2014). Moreover, the pop-up experience can extend beyond the 

event itself, with pre- and post-experience processual stages extending the longevity of brand 

experience. In this context, notions of territorial ‘movement’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) are 

highlighted through the more ‘fluid’ territorological aspects that we expose, to create dynamic 

socio-spatial relations between the brand and its consumer community, an aspect characterising 

‘new retailing’.  

Given consumers’ increasing desire for unique and novel experiences (Grewal et al., 

2017) the resulting hedonic elements (consistent with Brighenti’s, 2010, notion of territory as 

an act or practice) define the more ephemeral consumption territory of the pop-up store and 

can offer consumers a sense of discovery and surprise (Niehm et al., 2007). As Surchi (2011: 

260) suggests, a pop-up shop is “a sort of synthesis between communication and selling”, 

thereby valorising the consumption experience and providing a source of competitive 

advantage for retailers into the future by capitalising on these consumer-driven trends. 

 

Concluding Commentary  

Many retailers are facing challenges in accommodating their strategies and modus operandi to 

changing industry structural dynamics, which in turn, are propelled by the need to respond to 

changing consumer needs and behaviours (see Poncin and Mimoun, 2014). Pop-up retailing is 
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emerging as an increasingly important part of this ‘new retailing’ response. In this study, we 

view pop-up retail activity through a territorological lens as we seek to evaluate its use as a 

seemingly increasingly necessary aspect of facilitating the consumer’s brand experience. Using 

Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of ‘refrain’ as a guiding conceptualisation, pop-up’s 

spatial-temporal flexibility and its impact on experiential consumption is highlighted. Focusing 

on pop-up’s dynamic, spatial/temporal nature, we illustrate how pop-up territories can be 

constituted through the territorialisation of interior, intermediary, exterior and annexed milieus. 

Our study contributes to the burgeoning literature on pop-up retailing by considering 

this increasingly important retail activity from a territorological perspective, highlighting the 

differences between pop-up and more ‘sedentarist’ traditional retail formats. From the retailer’s 

point of view, the need for such flexibility has arguably never been greater. To address 

changing consumer shopping habits, retailers will need to integrate more effectively their in-

store and online activities, creating novel, interactive hybrid retail concepts (see Gordon, 2004; 

Kim et al., 2010; Niehm et al., 2007).  In so doing, this recognises the need to coordinate the 

activities of a potentially wide variety of stakeholders, drawing together both material and 

processual elements in a constrained time period to create a temporary ‘territory’ to deliver 

brand experience to consumers; i.e. creating a ‘refrain’, through the compression and 

compaction of different milieus.  

Given that the boundaries between pop-up and traditional retailing are becoming 

increasingly blurred (CEBR 2015) as the notion of the ‘new retailing’ further develops, we 

suggest that further research could investigate a broader range of activities and decisions 

involved in the processual stages of designing and implementing pop-up activities within a 

greater range of contexts. In addition, whilst this research has drawn on pop-up activities that 

were deemed successful by those responsible for their implementation, further research to 

investigate the criteria by which success is determined is needed. This would potentially be 
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contingent on the type(s) of organisations in question. For example, in relation to one of the 

criteria used to select cases in this study: to what extent does the definition of what constitutes 

‘success’ vary between emergent and established brands given the fact that pop-up could be 

used to achieve differing objectives? Such research would increase our understanding of the 

actual utility of pop-up activity, which has been somewhat neglected to date. 

 In this paper, we have focused on the retailer/brand perspective on pop-up retailing. 

However, this only constitutes one dimension of the relationships that pop-up seeks to foster, 

and more extensive research is required to consider these issues from the consumer’s 

perspective in order to ascertain whether some of the conclusions drawn here are applicable. 

Finally, we have highlighted the spatial aspects of pop-up through the milieu concept, and we 

suggest building on this, by taking a more overtly locational perspective (e.g. Harris 2015) to 

examine critical assessments of the pop-up concept in terms of its implications for the use of 

retail space - and its associated ‘territorialisation’ - in wider spatial contexts, such as urban 

shopping destinations.  
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