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Di f fe rence 
Engines 
HOW GROCERS SEEK TO STAND OUT 
FROM THE COMPETITION IS EVOLVING. 
By Bridget Goldschmidt 

S ure, supermarket operators always w a n t to 
differentiate f r o m their rivals i n any given geo­
graphical area — part icular ly i n notoriously 
overstored regions like the Southeast — but the 

ways that they're do ing so are changing in tandem w i t h 
shif t ing consumer needs. 

For instance, w h e n A n n u a l Report survey respondents were 
asked about the most in f luent ia l department i n d r i v i n g their 
stores' overal l b r a n d , image or p o i n t of d i f fe rent ia t ion , meat 
and produce actually t ied at 2 1 percent each, perhaps reflective 
o f consumers' r i s ing interest i n eating greater amounts o f fresh 
f r u i t and vegetables, w h i l e last year, meat was the clear . f r o n t -
runner, selected by 37.8 percent o f respondents, w i t h produce 
lagging behind at 12.2 percent. Deli/prepared foods, a w e l l -
publ ic ized section of late, garnered 15 percent, d o w n f r o m 17.6 
percent in 2017 . N e x t were the g r o w i n g sector o f pr ivate label , 
at 13 percent, u p f r o m last year's 6.8 percent, a n d 
center store, at 11 percent, a precipitous de­
cline f r o m the 37.8 percent logged i n 2017 . 
Organic offerings, chosen by 8.1 percent o f 
respondents last year, fel l t o just 2 percent 
this year, suggesting that w i t h the w i d e r ac­
cessibility o f such products , shoppers are less 
l ike ly to see t h e m as a unique draw. 

W h e n i t comes to generating sales, p r o ­
duce came i n as the t o p department , dis­
plac ing longt ime c h a m p i o n meat, w h i c h 
d r o p p e d to t h i r d . T a k i n g over the second 
spot was pr ivate label, m o v i n g up f r o m last 
year's f i f t h spot, w h i l e beer/wine/liquor held 
steady i n f o u r t h place and deli/prepared 
foods fell f r o m second to f i f t h . A m o n g the 
l o w e r - r a n k e d departments , seafood r o c k ­
eted u p five places f r o m last year to l a n d at 
N o . 10, dr iven by consumers' greater w i l l ­
ingness to purchase and prepare fresh items 
f o u n d i n tha t department . 

For the departments d r i v i n g the m o s t 
t ra f f i c , produce also nabbed the t o p spot, 
s w i t c h i n g places f r o m last year w i t h meat, 
w h i c h d i p p e d to t h i r d place, w h i l e deli/pre­
pared foods held o n at N o . 2. R o u n d i n g o u t 
the t o p f ive , checklanes/front end rose f r o m i^HB 
seventh to f o u r t h , w h i l e organic dropped a 
n o t c h to f i f t h . Interestingly, pharmacy c l imbed six rungs f r o m 
last year t o capture s ix th place, w h i l e fresh bakery, last year's 
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N o . 6, fel l to n i n t h . Also of interest: Ethnic products 
rose f r o m 15 t h to 10 t h place, perhaps as consumers 
g r o w ever m o r e comfor tab le prepar ing at home 
various cultures ' cuisines. 

W h e n asked a b o u t the merchandis ing/brand 
enhancement services t h a t were m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
t o the i r companies , this year's respondents over­
w h e l m i n g l y w e n t f o r p r e p a r e d f o o d s , w h i c h a 
considerable 73 .2 percent described as extremely/ 
very i m p o r t a n t , a recovery o f sorts f r o m its f o u r t h -
place f i n i s h last year, b u t s t i l l b e l o w the 7 6 . 1 per­
cent o f respondents w h o deemed the category o f 
p a r a m o u n t i m p o r t a n c e i n 2 0 1 6 . O t h e r c r u c i a l 
p r o g r a m s i n c l u d e d s ignature p r o d u c t s (72 .6 per­
cent) , l o c a l l y sourced p r o d u c t s (67.9 percent ) , 
p r i v a t e label (65.5 percent ) , c ross -merchandis ing 
(60 .7 percent ) , a n d s t o r e - w i t h i n - a - s t o r e specialty 
d e p a r t m e n t s (54 percent) . I n c o m m o n w i t h last 
year, free W i F i (40 .2 percent ) , in -s tore p h a r m a ­
cies (36 .6 percent ) , B O G O s (33.9 percent ) , a n d 
c o o k i n g meal/prep stat ions (31 percent) were less 
p o p u l a r o p t i o n s , a l t h o u g h a l l b u t B O G O s u p p e d 
their percentages f r o m last year. 

M o s t I m p o r t a n t M e r c h a n d i s i n g / 
B r a n d E n h a n c e m e n t Serv ices 
PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS RATING EACH STRATEGY 
AS EXTREMELY/VERY IMPORTANT 

Strategy Percent 

Prepared Foods 7 3 . 2 % 

Signature Products 7 2 . 6 

Locally Sourced Products 6 7 . 9 

Private Label 6 5 . 5 

Cross-merchandising 6 0 . 7 

Store-Within-Store Specialty Departments 
I.e., organ ic , g luten-free, spec ia l ty cheese , housewares , etc.) 5 4 . 0 

Free Wi-Fi 4 0 . 2 

In-Store Pharmacies 3 6 . 3 

BOGOs 3 3 . 9 

Cooking/Meal Prep Stations 3 1 . 0 

Source: Progressive Grocer Market Research, 2018 
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M o s t S u c c e s s f u l D e p a r t m e n t s 
a t Genera t ing Sales 

1 Rank Department 
Percent I 

1 . Produce 6 5 . 7 % 

2 . Private Label 6 3 . 7 

3 . Meat 5 9 . 8 

4 . Beer/Wine/Liquor 5 8 . 8 

5 . Deli/Prepared Foods 5 8 . 8 

6 . Dairy 5 7 . 8 

7. Center Store 5 6 . 9 

8 . Fresh Bakery 5 4 . 9 

9 . Frozen Foods 5 3 . 9 

1 0 . Seafood 4 8 . 0 

1 1 . Organic 47 .1 

1 2 . General Merchandise 4 6 . 1 

1 3 . Gourmet/Special ty 4 4 . 1 

1 4 . Health. Beauty & Wellness 4 2 . 2 

1 5 . Floral 3 8 . 2 

1 6 . Checklanes/Front End 3 5 . 3 

17. Pharmacy 3 3 . 3 

1 8 . Ethnic 3 0 . 4 

M o s t S u c c e s s f u l D e p a r t m e n t s 
a t D r i v ing T r a f f i c 
Rank Department Percent L 
1 . Produce 5 7 . 8 % 

2 . Deli/Prepared Foods 5 1 . 0 

3 . Meat 5 1 . 0 

4 . Checklanes/Front End 4 1 . 2 

5 . Organic 4 0 . 2 

6 . Pharmacy 3 8 . 2 

7. Gourmet/Special ty 3 6 . 3 

8 . Beer/Wine/Liquor 3 5 . 3 

9 . Fresh Bakery 3 1 . 4 

10 . Ethnic 3 0 . 4 

1 1 . Center Store 2 8 . 4 

1 2 . Private Label 2 7 . 5 

1 3 . Health, Beauty & Wellness 2 5 . 5 

1 4 . Seafood 2 5 . 5 

1 5 . Floral 2 4 . 5 

16 . Dairy 2 3 . 5 

17. General Merchandise 1 8 . 6 

1 8 . Frozen Foods 17.6 

Source: Progressive Grocer Market Research, 2018 

I n the r e a l m of customer i n t e r a c t i o n , m e a n w h i l e , c o m m u ­
n i t y i n v o l v e m e n t c o n t i n u e d to lead, w i t h 73 .2 percent r a t i n g 
i t extremely or very i m p o r t a n t as a strategy. I n c o m m o n w i t h 
last year, seasonal special events (59.8 percent) a n d sampling/ 
demos (55.4 percent) m a i n t a i n e d their second and t h i r d slots, 
a l t h o u g h 2017's N o . 4 , heal thy store t o u r s , was eclipsed by 
wellness events/counseling (31.3 percent) a n d hea l th screen­
ings (24 .1 percent) . The next - to- las t r u n g was occupied this 
year by in-store restaurants (17 percent) , w h i l e c o o k i n g class­
es again b r o u g h t u p the rear, this t i m e at 9.8 percent. 

For in-store services, on-site butchers (63.4 percent) — de­
spite the shift t o produce as a sales and t ra f f i c generator — and 
c o m m u n i t y p r o g r a m m i n g (41 .1 percent) once more topped the 
chart o f extremely or very i m p o r t a n t strategies, w h i l e seafood 
specialists (31.3 percent) fel l behind service-based kiosks, at 
3 2 . 1 percent, as consumer- fr iendly currency conversion, deli/ 
bakery-order ing and wine- tas t ing booths cont inue to in f i l t ra te 
re ta i l . A l t h o u g h relat ively less used by survey respondents, such 
amenities as wellness experts (24 .1 percent) and registered d i ­
etitians (17.9 percent) s t i l l o u t d i d their 2 0 1 7 percentages, i n d i ­
cat ing increased deployment i n stores. 

M o s t I m p o r t a n t C u s t o m e r 
I n t e r a c t i o n S t r a t e g i e s 
PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS RATING EACH STRATEGY 
AS EXTREMELY/VERY IMPORTANT 
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1 7 . 0 % 

Source: Progressive Grocer Market Research, 2018 
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