Up Sales in a Down Economy

Gasoline margins are thin to nonexistent, and customers who
just paid more than $4 per gallon are in no mood to come inside
the store and spend money. Is there anything you can do besides
sit and watch your profits pull in and pull out?

Single-store operators and small chains need to raise the level of
their game as the economy tightens. As someone who built a
60-store chain starting with a single c-store, | can tell you that the
answer is yes. Here's how.

Reduce your cost of doing business.

Twently percent of your inventory is responsible for 80% of your
sales. The better you understand that 20%, the better your
assortment and promotions will be. Look for opportunities to
push "grey" inventory - items on the cusp of that 20% - up with
cros-promotions or price changes. And reset your stores.

If space is limited, move slow sellers up front to

encourage movement though impulse

purchases.

Better inventory visibility also helps
with suppliers. Distributors aren't
interested in you business; they just
want to offload as much product as
possible. Knowing what you've sold
since their last delivery means you
can keep them from clogging up your
back room. You can also better match
what you're buying with who is selling
it, trim suppliers and cut better deals.

Improve the customer experience.

Big chains use data gathered through their point-of-sale
systems and loyalty programs to tailor ads and promotions.
Small retailers need to do the same thing. You need to put
coupons and offers and brand messages on those receipts that
print out at the pump to entice consumers to come inside. You
need to identify and reward your best customers.
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Improve employee productivity.

Small retailers, even more so than large ones, need to be able to
touch and track multiple stores at once. You don't want separate
time clocks; you want employees to log in at the register. You
don't want to have to call multiple stores to have them change the
price on an item or institute a promotion; you want to do that
with one click on a mouse that pushes it out to all your stores. You
want employees who are focused on the customer and not on
administrative chores.

Maximize loss prevention.
One small retailer once told me about a couple of employees who
would open his store at 10 a.m. but not start recording sales at the
register until noon. He lost $6,500 in two weeks. And he found
out about it only because he showed up unexpectedly one
morning. Even honest employees can cost you
money. If a customer comes to the register with
an item that doesn't have a price tag, 99% of
the time the cashier will underchange for
it. And heaven forbid they overcharge,
because that could cost you a
customer.

Track inventory losses.
"Loss" includes unsold product as
well as shrink and fraud. This is espe
cially important for c-store operators
offering fresh foods, produce and deli
programs. Any successful perishables
program requires tight inventory control.
Otherwise you end up pitching pound after pound
of spoiled product.

Increase overall sales.

Do all the above and your overall sales will improve. | know
because | did it myself. | opened my first convenience store
nearly 30 years ago. By 2003, | had 60 locations - far too many to
manage with manual processes. But all the retail-management

Enterprises and founder and chairmarsolutions around were far too expensive and not designed for the
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small retailer. So | had to build my own from scratch (see
story,p.21).

ith a better solution, small retailers will get better intelligence
and be more effective merchandisers and marketers. And when

that happens, retailers can better compete in an increasingly
tough marketplace.
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