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We are at our strongest when faced with adver-
sity, and could teach valuable lessons to other lar-
ger retailers when it comes to our use of limited 
resources. We are often the lifeblood of the com-
munities that we serve, and without question we 
are the backbone of the Canadian economy. We are 
confident and knowledgeable, and we have a keen 
sense for seeing opportunity where others might 
overlook it.

These are just some of the qualities that I can 
rhyme off when on the topic of independent retail-
ers, and the value that we bring to our businesses 
and communities. But during the past two years, 
as Chair of the Independent Retail committee, I’ve 
noticed a quality that’s shared by independent busi-
ness owners, perhaps more than any other - our un-
believable resilience.

If there are challenges faced by the industry, we 
usually face them ten-fold… with a fraction of the 
big guy’s budget. And whether the challenge in 
question is caused by a weak economy or a short-
age of talented labour, a lack of resources to battle 
the ongoing problem of shrink or the task of lever-
aging the Internet to develop an effective online 
presence to enhance an existing marketing strategy 
–independents are always up for it.

That’s why it’s my honour and privilege to rep-
resent such a fine group of thought leaders and in-
dustry innovators, to help identify some of these 
challenges that we face collectively, and uncover 
the solutions that will enable us to continue mov-
ing successfully forward throughout 2010, and the 
years beyond.

Within this issue of Independent Retailer, we go 
well beyond the identification of the challenges 
that we face, and attempt to address these topics 
in greater detail to offer solutions to help you run 
your business more effectively. Negotiating a com-
mercial lease, ways to recruit and retain top talent, 
and developing a sound business plan are some of 
the areas covered. In addition, we meet up with 
Janet and Mike Kaplan, owners of Ottawa-based 
Rainbow Natural Foods, to discuss their achieve-
ment as Canada’s first certifiably ‘green’ health food 
store, and the simple ways other Canadian retailers 
can improve their impact on the environment.

We hope that the content and information that 
we provide in Independent Retailer serves to better 
equip you and your teams to meet the challenges 
faced by the industry, and to seize the opportun-
ities that will allow us to continue to grow as the 
lifeblood of our communities.

In closing, I would like to thank the Independ-
ent Retail committee members and Retail Council 
of Canada team for their ongoing commitment 
and dedication to better equip independent retail-
ers for today’s ever-changing retail environment. 

Sincerely,

Paul Simmonds
Paul Simmonds
President, Robert Simmonds Clothing Inc.

From the committee chair

We, as Canadian independent retailers, 
are a tenacious bunch. We’re dedicated, 
unrelenting and uncompromising when it 

comes to ensuring the success of our businesses. 
Paul Simmonds 
President, 
Robert Simmonds 
Clothing Inc. 
Fredericton, N.B.
—
Member of the Board 
of Directors of Retail 
Council of Canada
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Good. Better.

Provide your employees with the tools to help them improve  
their performance on the job through Canadian Retail Institute’s  

Online Learning Community. 

As an established, industry-approved learning tool, CRI allows your 
sales associates and store managers access to retail-specific training 
opportunities to enhance their skills and knowledge of the industry. 

To register or learn more about the educational opportunities available  
for your staff, contact Marcie Wenn at (888) 373-8245; e-mail:  

certification@retailcouncil.org.

Your employees are good.
We can help them do better.

Sign up to receive RCC’s e-newsletter…
		  and start taking advantage of all  
							       of the related benefits.

»» Stay on top of industry news and trends 
»» Make payments online
»» Be the first to know about upcoming 

events and special offers
»» Access the ‘Members Only’ section of the 

RCC Website to find the latest industry re-
search and stats, Retailer's Guides, safety 
posters and other tools 

»» Read Canadian Retailer magazine online
»» Receive member notices and alerts  

about changing legislation that impacts 
your business

To sign up for RCC’s e-newsletter, and to start taking advantage of all of the benefits 
that you’re entitled to as a member, call our Customer Service Department at (888) 373-8245; 
e-mail: customerservice@retailcouncil.org; or visit www.retailcouncil.org/enewsletter/subscribe.asp

{
STORE  

2010
 

“I myself shared the mis-
conception of some in-

dependent retailers that 
RCC events are geared 
primarily toward larger 
players in the retail in-

dustry. Having attended 
several RCC events now, 

I know how incredibly 
relevant they are for me. 
I come away from them 
inspired, informed and 
full of insights that I’m 

able to use right away in 
my own stores! I would 

not miss this year’s 
STORE conference for 

anything! ”
       — Betsy Thomas,   

Owner, Bummis

> STORE – Canada’s Retail 
Conference  |  May 31–June 1, 

2010, Toronto, ON
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in times of rapid change, ongoing 
planning is more important than ever. 
Developing the right business plan, 
understanding the fundamentals from 

all angles, and continually reassessing and 
revising your strategies can help you stay on 
the right path, and prepare you to confront 
challenges and seize new opportunities. 

Who is a plan really for?
As you update your business plan, there are 
at least three key audiences to consider:
1. Investors/lenders
Anyone who might provide capital to your 
business — banks, other investors, suppliers, 
government grant providers, etc. — wants 
to ensure that you demonstrate a sound 
business plan that is aligned with quantifi-
able business goals.
2. Partners/customers
The plan can reveal your synergies, stability 
and service, and identify potential business 

risks such as an over-reliance on any one 
customer or supplier. 
3. In-house
Even if no one outside of your company 
ever reads it, by simply planning, you’re 
thinking strategically and considering new 
threats and opportunities. 

Why plan?
Business planning may be associated with 
the startup phase of a business. But such 
plans can be just as valuable for businesses at 
any stage. Here are five reasons why: 
1. Get with the times
As businesses grow, add new products or 
services, enter new markets and shift their 
focus, formal plans have to reflect such 
evolutions and adapt.
2. Get back to basics
Regardless of a company’s experience, it’s 
smart to return to business fundamentals, 
especially during uncertain economic times. 

That means having a deep understanding 
of your business capabilities, competition, 
limitations, market opportunities or issues, 
strategic imperatives, and the financial strat-
egy to support the business strategy. All of 
which translates into a sound business plan.

3. Get credit
A business that can demonstrate a solid, 
well-articulated business plan markedly 
improves its chances of obtaining financing 
support.
4. Get a fresh look
Regular updates allow a company to take a 
fresh look at its business. For instance, talk 
to current and potential customers. What 
are they buying? Review your value propos-
ition. Or think of new market segments; if 
you normally do it by type of product, look 
at it by channel or buyer.
5. Get prepared
During times of economic prosperity, many 
companies can grow with or without a 

business planning
		   for the long term

definable competitive advantage, 
perhaps even without funda-
mental business disciplines. 
Today, it’s imperative for all 
companies to rethink their busi-
ness approach. Planning for the 
unexpected is now as import-
ant as planning for success. By 
continually updating your plan, 
you’ll ensure that your company 
has a blueprint to guide you 
through any cycle.

What are your funda-
mentals?
Ultimately, every business plan 
should come back to assessing 
these six fundamentals:
1. Your company
Beyond the basics, what  
differentiates your company now 
from the competition?
What are your strengths  
and, just as important,  
your weaknesses?
What is your market niche?  
And be specific. Stating that your 
business is the “leading player” or 
has a “technological advantage”  
is not enough. Describe how  
your organic pet food is unique, 
and how you’ll target and reach 
customers to stand apart from 
your competitors. 
2. Your industry

Include your up-to-date knowledge of the 
industry. What is the current environment? 
Have there been systemic changes? Are there 
new opportunities, risks or threats?
What are your plans to address any risks, 
such as diversification, de-scaling operations 
and lowering your leverage?

3. Management 
What are your current capabilities and 
limitations? And, how are you proactively 
managing your business (reviewing fixed 
and variable expenses, identifying ways to 
reduce costs, managing cash flow and man-
aging receivables more aggressively)?

4. Your competition
What does the competitive landscape  
look like? What are your competitors doing  
today and what are they likely to do in the  
future? And, just as important, beyond 
looking at who you’re competing  
against today, where is the potential emer-
ging competition? 

5. Your business strategy
Apart from your revenue or profit goals, 
what are your overall business goals?  
Describe your objectives, the background  
of your objectives and your plan to  
achieve them. 
What are the critical risk factors that  
could impede the execution of the strategy? 
For example, are you relying on a limited 
number of clients or suppliers for  
success? Is your business strategy backed by 
a solid financial strategy?
6. Your financial strategy
What are your financial forecasts, and are 
they aligned with the business strategy to 
represent a realistic picture?
How could unexpected events impact the 
viability of the plan? 

From strategy to action
It’s said that action without strategy is a 
nightmare – but strategy without action is 
just a daydream. Making a business plan 
come alive requires solid action and  
implementation plans that include:

»» Creating demanding yet realistic  
objectives, with firm tactics to support 
your strategy

»» Defining and assigning responsibility 
for each action

»» Creating clear and achievable timelines 
with set milestones

»» Setting measures for success using  
solid metrics

»» Monitoring activities and progress, and 
adjusting as needed to stay on course

Depending on your business strategy, you 
may need several implementation plans, 
one for product planning, one for sales and 
marketing, one for human resources, etc.

Planning to plan
Dealing with day-to-day business demands, 
it can sometimes be difficult to take the 
time to reassess where you stand — and 
where you want to go. That’s why  
businesses need to plan to plan. Here are 
four keys to remember:

1. Plan at all stages
This is critical, especially in times of rapid 
change, whether in your business, your 
industry or the economy.

2. Plan at least once annually
Revisit your plan once a year, on average, 
but check it even more often to ensure that 
it still applies and that you’re still on track.

3. Plan around the fundamentals
When planning always return to the six  
critical areas: evaluating your company, 
industry, management, competition, business 
strategy and financial strategy.
4. Plan with support 
Keep in touch regularly with professional 
advisors such as accountants and bankers 
who can equip you with the knowledge, 
information and tools required to plan 
ahead. Their insight can help companies to 
not only sustain their business, but improve 
their chances of obtaining financial support.

 
For guidance and sample plans, see www. 
rbcroyalbank.com/sme/create-plan.html

Business plan checklist
If you’re seeking significant financing at 
any point, lenders will likely want to see a 
detailed business plan. Here are the basics 
to cover off: 

> Introductory letter: Reason you’re sub-
mitting your plan, highlighting key points.
 
> Table of contents: Outline of each section 
at a glance.
 
> Executive summary: Your business con-
cept - what will make it successful, and how 
much you’ll need from the lender. 
 
> Management team: Background, respon-
sibilities and qualifications of key personnel.
 
> Business summary and history: An over-
all picture of your business, from inception 
to its success to date, to future objectives.
 
> Industry overview: A snapshot of current 
market conditions, consumer demand and 
the competition.
 
> Positioning of services/products: Your 
business’s niche — what’s unique about it, 
and how you’ll establish a strong position 
within the existing industry.
 
> Marketing plan: An outline of your target 
market, how sales are generated, costs and 
pricing, and distribution/promotions plans. 
 
> Operations: The mechanics of your busi-
ness such as work flow, inventory controls, per-
sonnel requirements, production schedules.
 
> Financial plan: Profit and loss, balance 
sheet, projected income and expenses, sales 
and, most important, cash flow statements.
 
> Risks: An outline of the risks involved, 
your steps to avoid them and your contin-
gency plans if they occur.
 
> Conclusion: A restatement of the goals 
and objectives for your business, the 
financing you’re seeking and why you’re a 
qualified applicant.  

©
 i

S
t

o
c

k
p

h
o

t
o

.c
o

m
/g

b
r

u
n

d
in



6 | independent retailer | retailcouncil.org

independentretailer spring2010

retailcouncil.org | independent retailer | 7

to minimize their impact on the environ-
ment while enhancing their operational and 
financial performance – key aspects of the 
proposition that would resonate with most 
retail owners, including the Kaplan’s.
“Not everybody knows where to start on 
the path to sustainability,” admits Kaplan.  
“With so many areas to focus on, and so 
many different initiatives that can be put in 
place, it can seem like a daunting task. But 
the thing that totally sold us was when we 
approached Greenvolution and they told us 
that they could save us money. Any business 
owner is interested in saving money. And as 
a business, if you can save money on energy, 
which is only going to go up and up and up, 
that’s great.”
When speaking about the store’s green cer-
tification, Kaplan reminisces about the 
early years at Rainbow Natural Foods, and  
recognizes that not a lot has changed concern-
ing their approach to sustainability. She and  
her partner Mike simply continue to do  
what matters. 
“When we opened the store more than 32 
years ago we were part of the whole granola 
crunching brigade,” laughs Kaplan. “We had 
all of our foods in bulk because we didn’t be-
lieve in over-packaging. People brought their 
own containers and ground their own peanut 
butter. And we were very much into organic-
ally grown products and staying away from 
the use of pesticides. Now, more than three 
decades later, we continue to try to focus on 
the things that mean something to us, and 
things that excite our customers and staff.”
It’s a philosophy that Rainbow Natural 
Foods have employed throughout their his-
tory, regularly holding customer appreciation 
days, and offering customer loyalty rewards; 
providing customers with recipe sheets on a 
wide range of topics such as cooking beans 
and grains, managing a gluten-free diet and 
celebrating the holidays with a vegetarian; 
being powered for more than two years by 
Bullfrog Power; encouraging patrons to bring 
in their own reusable shopping bags; sup-
porting locally-produced food and product, 
working with many small supplier compan-
ies; supporting many local charities such as 
the Run for One Planet, the Vitamin Angels 
campaign to fight malnutrition and child 
blindness around the world, and on Earth 
Day donating 5% of all sales to the David 
Suzuki Foundation, the Ottawa Riverkeeper 
and the World Wildlife Fund. 
Despite the legacy that Rainbow has de-

veloped over the years, however, Kaplan 
believes that sustainability is a journey, not 
a destination. It’s a goal, she says, that re-
quires focus and attention, and a proactive 
approach to make sure that you’re doing the 
right things. 
“We made the decision to pursue certification, 
and contacted Greenvolution to get started,” 
she says. “We were open to their ideas, and 
they audited our existing practices for efficien-
cies. Then they made really simple suggestions 
like putting power bars on all of our comput-
ers. They took a look at the lighting that we 
were using. They looked at our coolers, and 
the air flow within the building. Though we’ve 
been doing a lot of the right things over the 
years, we were given really simple suggestions 
to help further improve our impact on the en-
vironment. And, as an independent retailer, 
we were definitely driven to do even more for 
our customers and staff.”
It’s that very mindset - the Kaplan’s open-
ness to new ideas and willingness to bring in 
outside help to identify areas where improve-
ments can be made - that resonates with their 
staff and patrons of the store. 
“You know, we really want to do everything 
that we can for everyone that has anything 
at all to do with our store,” she states with 
pride. “I know that our customers appreci-
ate our effort, and our staff have always been 
on board with these initiatives and take little 
to no convincing to adapt to new changes 
that will improve our impact as a store. I  
think it’s something that every retailer should 
be considering.”
And, for retailers out there who have yet to 
start on their path to sustainability, there 
is never a better time for them to acquaint 
with the savings benefits and improved  
customer perception, according to Kaplan, 
than the present.

“Take a look around your store to find the 
things that you can improve – they are all 
around you,” she says. “And, bring in a third 
party to help you identify these areas. And 
do it now. Not only will you feel better as 
a member of your community for it, your 
customers will thank you, too. And, what’s 
more, you’ll start to save money as a result of 
these changes. What argument can be more 
convincing than that for a retail owner?” 

For more information about Rainbow Natural 
Foods, their products and seminars, and their en-
vironmental initiatives, visit their Web site at 
www.rainbowfoods.net

“I think that consumers want retailers to 
lead the way in environmental sustainability, 
and that they would like to support compan-
ies and organizations that are invested 
in making that environmentally minded 
commitment,” says Greenvolution’s Carole 
Lair. “And we’re finding that once retailers 
understand what it’s all about, and where 
they can start, they are in a much better  
position to make improvements and chan-
ges to meet the needs of their customers 
and their business.”

Some of the basic, cost effective steps sug-
gested by Greenvolution Inc. which retailers 
can take to achieve a reduced eco-footprint 
and improve their bottom lines are:
 
> Take a look at all of your incandescent 
lights and convert them to compact fluor-
escent lights. CFL bulbs last longer than 
incandescent lights and use far less energy, 
resulting in cost savings for your store.
 
> Use a water heater insulation blanket to 
reduce stand by heat by 25% to 50%, saving 
you 4% to 9% on your water heating bill  
each month. 
 
> Introduce faucet aerators within the 
store to ensure a more moderate flow which 
will use a lot less water, also resulting in  
cost savings. 
 
> Implement the use of low flow and high 
efficiency toilets. 
 
> Mandate that staff turn lights off when not 
in use, and introduce programmable lights for 
the exterior and interior of the store. This will 
also dramatically save on energy and cost. 
 
> Mandating a regimented recycling 
initiative is another simple yet extremely 
important step. 
 
> Use the most efficient transportation 
whenever possible to reduce your store’s 
overall footprint.

For more than three decades Janet 
and Michael Kaplan have been 
providing communities in Ottawa 
and beyond with alternative food 

choices to lead a healthier lifestyle. They 
boast being able to offer the widest selection 
of health products and vitamins, and pride 
themselves on their customer engagement 
and ability to offer the best kind of advice 
and information for their clientele. They 
regularly host in-store seminars by nutrition-
ists, naturopaths and other experts concerned 
with healthy living. Their staff is knowledge-
able about the products that they sell and 
the lifestyle they endorse, and the couple’s 
involvement in local charities and environ-
mental foundations is extensive. And in 
December 2009, the Kaplan’s family-owned 
and operated store, Rainbow Natural Foods, 
received the ultimate recognition for their 
years of dedication to sustainability - becom-
ing the first Canadian health food store to 

gain Green Business Certification.
“It’s exciting,” exclaims Janet Kaplan of the 
announcement that she says ‘makes every-
thing official’ so to speak. “We’ve been do-
ing a number of different things for years 
and we’ve always tried to be as green as we 
possibly can be. We always have various in-
itiatives in place to do better by the environ-
ment. So this is a really positive step for us.”
Rainbow’s accreditation as a certified Green 
Business denotes compliance with all of the 
international standards set by the Green 
Business League, and is a tremendous accom-
plishment for the store which underwent a 
comprehensive 45-day assessment of their fa-
cility and operations, focusing on air quality, 
energy usage, recycling practices and water 
savings. The assessment was overseen by 
Greenvolution Inc., an Ottawa-based third-
party environmental certifier and consult-
ancy that specializes in assisting their clients 
identify where green practices can be adopted 
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Negotiating Your Commercial  
Retail Lease

R etail tenants are at a disadvantage 
when it comes to negotiating their 
initial lease or their lease renewal. 
Tenants may have limited know-

ledge of the leasing process, yet they have to 
negotiate against seasoned professionals who 
negotiate leases for a living. 

Whether you are leasing a new business lo-
cation for the first time or negotiating a lease 
renewal, remember these tips for tenants: 

>> Negotiate to Win: All too frequently, 
tenants enter into lease negotiations unpre-
pared and don`t even attempt to win the ne-
gotiation. If you are not negotiating to win, 
you won`t. With big commissions at stake 
you can be sure the landlord`s agent, on the 
other hand, is negotiating fiercely to win. Ne-
gotiate aggressively. 

>> Be Prepared to Walk Away: Try to set 
aside your emotions and make objective deci-
sions. The party who is in need of the lease 
deal more will give up the most concessions. 
And remember - a good business in a poor lo-
cation will become a poor business. 

>> Ask the Right Questions: Gathering in-
formation about what other commercial ten-
ants are paying for rent and/or what kind of 
incentives they received will position you to 
get a better deal. Consider that your landlord 
and his agent know what every other tenant in 
the property is paying for rent, so you must do 
your homework, too. 

>> Brokers … Friend or Foe?  Real estate 
agents and brokers typically work for the land-
lord who is paying their commission. It is not 
normally the agent`s role to get the tenant the 
best deal – it is their job to get the landlord 
the highest rent, the biggest deposit, etc. The 
higher the rent you pay, the more commission 
the agent earns. If you are researching mul-

tiple properties, try to deal directly with the 
listing agent for each property, rather than let-
ting one agent show you around or show you 
another agent`s listing. Your tenancy is more 
desirable to the listing agent if he can avoid 
commission-splitting with other agents. 

>> Never Accept the First Offer: Even if 
the first offer seems reasonable, or you have 
no idea of what to negotiate for, never accept 
the leasing agent`s first offer. In the real estate 
industry, most things are negotiable and the 
landlord fully expects you to counter-offer. 

>> Ask for More Than You Want: If you 
want three months free rent, then ask for 
five months free. No one ever gets more than 
they ask for. Be prepared for the landlord to 
counter-offer and negotiate with you as well. 
So, don`t be afraid of hearing the word `no` 
from the landlord – counter-offers are all part 
of the negotiation game. 

>> Negotiate, Negotiate, Negotiate: 
The leasing process is just that – a process, 
not an event. The more time you, the ten-
ant, have to put the deal together and make 
counter-offers, the better the chance you 
have of getting what you really want. Too 
often, tenants mistakenly try to hammer out 
the deal in a two- or three-hour marathon 
session. It is more productive to negotiate in 
stages over time. 

>> Educate Yourself and Get Help: 
Unless you have money to throw away, it pays 
to educate yourself. Taking the time to read 
about the subject or listen in on a teleseminar 
will make a  big difference. And, don`t forget 
to have your lease documents professionally re-
viewed before you sign them. With hundreds 
of thousands of dollars in rent at stake, person-
al guarantees and other risks, you can`t afford 
to gamble. In leasing, tenants don`t get what 
they deserve, they get what they negotiate. 
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And arming yourself with the knowledge and  
information that you need to do so. 
By Dale Willerton – The Le ase Coach

Would you sign  
a 50-page  
Formal Lease 
Agreement  
without fully 
understanding it? 
 
Unfortunately, many commer-
cial tenants do and pay the 
price later. Comprehending 
the lease document as well as 
negotiating a good lease or re-
newal against an experienced 
agent or landlord can be 
challenging for many business-
owners. While entrepreneurs 
think of marketing and manag-
ing, savvy real estate agents 
and brokers are specialized 
sales people. Their job is to 
sell tenants on leasing their  
location at the highest pos-
sible rental rate. Preparation 
and education are keys for 
commercial tenants to  
protect themselves and their 
best interests.

Dale Willerton is The Lease Coach and a 
Certified Lease Consultant who works exclu-
sively for tenants. Dale is a professional speaker 
and author of Negotiate Your Commercial 
Lease. If you’ve got a leasing question or want 
more information about the services offered  
by The Lease Coach, contact Dale at  
1-800-738-9202, e-mail DaleWillerton@The-
LeaseCoach.com

Independent Economic Outlook
Cautious optimism will continue to be the industry mantra as consumer 
confidence and retail sales in the country continue to rise, and effects of a 
weakened US economy remain uncertain.   
By Ale x andra Lopez-Pacheco

There's some good news for in-
dependent retailers when it 
comes to the Canadian economy. 
Statistics Canada recently re-

ported that retail sales rose by 0.5 percent to  
just over $36 billion in February. In fact, Statis-
tics Canada's index of leading economic indi-
cators for January 2010 showed a 0.9 percent 
hike, marking the eighth consecutive month 
of growth. Unemployment rates are also de-
clining, with the number of people receiving 
regular jobless benefits falling by 40,120 in 
December 2009, while resale home sales and 
prices are up across the country's six major cit-
ies last year, although economists expect this 
market to soften throughout 2010. 

Even better news from the perspective of in-
dependent retailers is that consumer confi-
dence is the highest it has been in 23 months, 
according to the Conference Board of Can-
ada's consumer confidence index, which rose 
13.8% in January to 96.6%. That's 40 points 
higher than it was in January 2009. 

"We kick-started 2010 on a very positive 
note," says Stephen Aikman, National Direc-
tor, Commercial Strategy for Royal Bank of 
Canada. "And I believe that this trend is con-
tinuing." Though as encouraging as the eco-
nomic signs may be, Aikman stresses caution 
navigating through the months ahead. "The 
signs have been really positive, though we typ-

ically want to see three consecutive positive 
quarters before we take on additional risks." 

As a result, independent retailers should not 
have false security about the recent market 
recovery and are well advised to control their 
costs and manage inventory levels appropri-
ately. This is particularly important for small 
retailers, Aikman points out, because unlike 
large retailers they do not have the flexibility 
to negotiate cheaper price points with sup-
pliers. On the other hand, he also acknow-
ledges that small retailers are in a position to 
take advantage of the "buy local" trends and 
campaigns, presenting the opportunity for in-
dependent retailers to encourage consumers 
to think about where they shop, and to sup-
port their local retailers.  

Continuing to look forward, the weakened 
US economy and its effect on Canada remain 
reason for significant concern as does the con-
tinued strengthening of the Canadian dollar.

"It's expected that the Canadian loonie will  
remain on par with the U.S. greenback 
through the summer, and may remain strong 
for a while," says Aikman. "This will be a real-
ity for retailers near the border, and as such 
many will want to adapt accordingly. Cus-
tomers will not hesitate to make a day trip 
once a month to U.S. border towns if it means 
they can save money for their families. 

• Canadian retail 
sales in February 
rose a robust 0.5%. 

• The increase was 
primarily in sales at 
building and out-
door home supplies 
stores as house-
holds were making 
purchases prior to 
the expiration of the 
federal government's 
Home Renovation 
Tax Credit. 

• This factor may 
have also boosted 
sales at furniture, 
home furnishings 
and electronic 
stores, which rose 
2.5% boosted by a 
surge in sales of 
floor coverings. 

• Notable sales 
gains were also 
recorded in food 
and beverage stores 
(1.9%) and clothing 
stores (0.5%). 

Economic Fast Facts 
Source: Royal Bank of Canada  |  Note:  All data is as at January 2010

In response to the strengthened Canadian 
dollar, Aikman suggests that retailers con-
tinue to remove costs, and provide an ex-
cellent client experience to ensure that 
they possess the ability to compete for the  
business of their customers and flourish in 
what he suggests "may be the start of our 
next boom." 

Aikman recognizes that key economic 
signs are starting to point towards a willing-
ness by consumers to spend. But before 
retailers start to load up on inventory, hire 
extra staff or open that second store, he rec-
ommends the continuation of a conserva-
tive approach in 2010. 

Here are five of Aikman's suggested retail 
strategies that will help independent 
retailers achieve their business objectives 
through the end of 2010.

1. Plan, plan and plan again
Your business plan is a live document. 
Understand your margins, costs and target 
clients, and provide both a 1-2 year and 
5-year forecast.

2. Learn your costs
Take the time to develop a process map 
of your sales and non-sales activities, and 
remove the ones that add costs or do not 
add to the bottom line of your business. 
Also, watch your inventory levels, and look 
at joining a buying group to take advantage 
of group discounts. 

3. Hug your core clients
Keep in touch with your core client by 
offering a "VIP" night or special reward for 
their loyalty. 

4. Train and engage your staff
Take the time to train your staff on provid-
ing consistent excellent customer service, 
and engage them in the business's decision 
making process.  

5. Keep your retained earnings in the 
business 
When times are tough and you pull money 
out, lenders may think that you are not com-
mitted. Try to keep revenues on the books 
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A little less than a decade ago, 
the landscape of the Canadian 
bookselling industry was changed 
dramatically when the news  

of a merger between Chapters and Indigo 
was announced. 
Back then, Chris Szego worked for Chap-
ters. She remembers the immediate impact 
that this decision had on booksellers in 
Canada, and how it helped shape the indus-
try as we know it today. 
“The truth is, everybody [involved in 
bookselling] who was left filled a particular 
niche,” says Szego. “Each one is individual. 
Each one is unique.” 
Now Szego works as manager of Bakka 
Phoenix, a bookstore that specializes in 
fantasy and science fiction literature. What 
she sees from her shop on Queen Street 
in Toronto is an independent bookselling 
industry that remains relevant by staying 
true to four virtues: expertise, community, 
choice, and individuality. 

Expertise and Community
To remain relevant in the market, Bakka 
Phoenix strives to know their product  
and their genres better than anybody else in 
the market. 
Szego says many of the staff at Bakka 
Phoenix write science fiction and fantasy, 
and therefore know the writers, publishers, 
and readership unusually well. The store’s 
reputation for product knowledge is  
such that sales associates from other book-
stores in the area call Bakka Phoenix for 
product information. 
But Szego also says that an expertise in the 
community matters as much for independ-
ent bookselling as product knowledge exper-
tise. What independents so often sell is a 
cultural community space. 
At Westminster Books in Fredericton, NB, 
Gloria Nickerson, Marketing Coordinator, 
uses social media to cultivate an interest in 
the story among the local community. This 
may sound counterintuitive, since advertis-
ers and technophiles so regularly trumpet 

the global nature of the Web. “Tweet and 
the entire world listens,” is the mantra.  
But as Nickerson explains, tools like Face-
book and Twitter helped the staff develop a 
micro-Web of just over 100 loyal, local, and 
techno-savvy customers. The store uses this 
network to send targeted messages about  
in-store appearances, promotions, and  
holiday messages to this dedicated group  
of customers. 
“Twitter is a nice little Web, and it’s quick 
and local, interactive and personalized,” 
Nickerson says. “We’re really just tweeting 
to Fredericton.”

Choice and Individuality
With online merchants selling nearly every 
title ever published, customers have access 
to a near unlimited choice. Independent 
booksellers also remain relevant by offer-
ing selection—that is, a manageable choice 
that makes customers’ search enjoyable and 
beneficial, not exhausting. 
For Mike Hamm, Manager of BookMark 
II in Halifax, NS, customer loyalty equates 
in part to a broad product selection. 
Hamm says he buys books in ones 
and twos to provide customers with 
a selection in niche topics like phil-
osophy, poetry, and architecture that 
they won’t get in larger bookstores. 
“Somebody might come in and ask 
for a book, and we’ll probably have a 
copy of it, even if it’s only one copy,” 
says Hamm. 
The broad selection at BookMark II 
helps bring lesser known books to the 
attention of customers. Hamm credits 
the store’s selection as one of the 
factors that made a book of poetry a 
bona fide bestseller at BookMark II.
It is this kind of choice that distin-
guishes BookMark II from other 
stores, and it’s their personality, 
eccentricity, and individuality that 
encourages customers to want to 
spend more time at the store. 
Blue Heron Books in Uxbridge, 

ON, individualizes itself through its events. 
The store hosts a monthly author event that 
draws up to 100 people and local media. 
Recently, Blue Heron partnered with a local 
chef to sell a dinner package that included a 
copy of Julia Child’s Julia’s Kitchen Wisdom, 
a dinner, and a discussion. 
“If people aren’t coming to the store,” says 
Shelley Macbeth, Owner and Manager of 
Blue Heron Books, “I take the store  
to them.”
Back at Westminster Books in Fredericton, 
Janet North, Owner and Manager, crafts 
loyalty programs, including a ten per cent 
discount on purchases for members that 
encourage customers to come back and shop 
again at the store. As Westminster  
celebrates its thirty-fifth year in operation, 
North says that the loyalty programs, selec-
tion, and community building activities will 
help the store remain the oldest bookstore 
in Atlantic Canada.
“It keeps customers coming back for more,” 
says North. “We want to be here for another 
35 years.”

Four Virtues of Independent Bookselling
Combination of knowledge and individuality ensures strength of in-
dependent booksellers. By robert price

Following a review period by the 
Canadian federal government, 
which began in January of this 
year, American bookselling giant 

Amazon.com have been granted approval to 
open a fulfillment centre warehouse north 
of the border. It’s a decision that has  
caused concern amongst many Canadian 
independent booksellers, sparking debate 
concerning Amazon’s commitment to Can-
adian arts and culture.  
The Canadian government reviewed 
Amazon’s proposal under the Investment 
Canada Act, whose laws are meant to 
protect the Canadian bookselling business 
from foreign ownership as an integral part 
of the country’s cultural industry. This is a 
point not at all lost on many independent 
booksellers who feel that the decision could 
set an irreversible precedent concerning 
future foreign investment in the Canadian 
bookselling sphere.
“To allow Amazon.com to operate as a 
business in Canada is to dismantle the safe-
guards which protect our heritage.” states 
Nancy Frater, owner of BookLore Stores 

Inc. “Canadian booksellers have spent years 
promoting Canadian authors and Canadian 
culture. To allow Amazon.com to operate as 
a business is going to set a precedent for fu-
ture foreign ownership and a total disregard 
in keeping Canada ‘Canadian.’ The funda-
mental question in this debate should be: 
In what kind of country do we want to live? 
The answer should be: In a country where 
our Canadian culture is preserved for  
future generations; Canadian booksell-
ers, not a large American monolith, would 
ensure this preservation.”
This, however, is not a sentiment shared 
by James Moore, the Minister of Canadian 
Heritage. In a statement released by the 
Minister’s office immediately following the 
contentious announcement, Moore assured 
that the decision underlines the Canadian 
government’s intention to strengthen 
Canada’s economy, particularly in the arts 
and culture sector. Further, he stated that 
the decision was also based on Amazon’s 
willingness to promote Canadian cultural 
products; a proposed willingness that is 
challenged by some.
“As local bookstores we work very hard to 
support and bring the attention of our cus-
tomers to the regional, local and aboriginal 
authors in our areas,” says Angela Powell, 
owner of Phoenix on Bowen. “This is some-
thing important for our unique Canadian 
culture that an American dot.com retailer 
would never consider.”
Others, like Ian Elliot, owner of A Differ-
ent Drummer Books, believe that the recent 
announcement could even have an adverse 
effect on community – the very essence and 
lifeblood of Canadian arts and culture. “I 
believe the prospect of this American-owned 
venture threatens not only the survival of 
community-oriented stores like my own 
but will negatively affect the dissemination 
of Canadian literature, altering publishing 
programs at the major Canadian publishers 
and leaving vulnerable the not-for-profit 
and small presses, where most of our major 
literary figures began their careers—Michael 

Ondaatje and Joseph Boyden come  
to mind.”

As troubling as this decision is for many 
Canadian independent booksellers, they 
may soon not be alone. In the Canadian 
government’s throne speech delivered earlier 
this year, it was noted that in the coming 
years other key sectors traditionally pro-
tected under Canadian law could be  
opened up to foreign investment,  
potentially posing similar implications for 
other industries. 

 
Following review under the Investment Can-
ada Act, Amazon.com was granted approval 
to establish a fulfillment centre in Canada.

The decision was made by the Ministry of 
Cultural Heritage based on several  
commitments made by Amazon, which 
include the following:  

> new jobs for Canadians and improved ser-
vice for Canadian consumers;

> increased visibility for Canadian books on 
the Amazon.ca Web page;

> an investment of over $20 million, includ-
ing $1.5 million in cultural events and awards 
in Canada and the promotion of Canadian-
authored books internationally;

> increased availability of French-language 
Canadian cultural products;

> the establishment of dedicated staff to as-
sist Canadian publishers and other suppliers 
of cultural products;

> making more Canadian content available 
on the Kindle e-reader; and

> creating a summer internship program for 
Canadian post-secondary students. 

Independent Retailer wants to know what you think 
about this story and how you think it might affect Can-
adian independent retailing moving forward. Visit  
http://www.independentretailer.ca/index.php/survey 
to share your thoughts with us. And, if you’d like to 
weigh in with your thoughts concerning any other 
story or issue related to independent retailing in Can-
ada, call our Customer Service team at (888) 373-
8245, or email customerservice@retailcouncil.org

Amazon.com  
		  to begin fulfillment operations in Canada
By Se an C. Tarry 
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T he good news for retailers, accord-
ing to Statistics Canada, is that 
Canadian consumers are spending 
again, powering our economic re-

covery. So now that they’re doing their part, 
what about you and your business? How are 
you building on your relationship with your 
value-conscious consumer? 

As Independent retailers, here’s a list of the 
top six things that will enhance your market-
ing initiatives and the success of your business. 

>> 1. Differentiation in market
Who are you, what do you do, and why 
should I care? 
It’s important to make it easy for audiences 
to retain essential information and form an 
image of the company being promoted. Pos-
ition one essential idea you "own”, or want 
to own in the minds of your consumers. If 
you’re not sure where to start, perhaps begin 
with your own history. How did your busi-
ness begin? What are your values? What do 
you stand for?  Have you defined a mission 
or vision statement? These are often good 
places to start. 

Diane Petryna, President of Take A Hike! 
The Outdoor Adventure Company, points 
out the fact that most outdoor sporting 
goods stores carry clothing, footwear and 
gear targeting men as their primary custom-
ers. She’s able to differentiate her store by 

taking a traditional model, and targeting it 
toward a non-traditional audience.

“At Take A Hike! we target active, educated 
women and their families. Not only do we 
offer them clothing, footwear and gear, we 
also offer a unique selection of outdoor in-
spired toys and gifts. Women definitely feel 
that Take A Hike! is their store.”

>> 2. Right Target. Right Medium. 
Right Message
You can’t target all customers the same way 
and expect the same results. A 15 year-old 
does not shop the same way as a 35 year-old, 
or a 55 year-old. And yet, they may all be 
your targets - your consumer. By using se-
lected mediums and messages, you’ll generate 
buzz, awareness, interest and finally sales to 
your brand. Consumers see more, and also, 
ignore more. For example, radio reaches a 
mid to older market effectively, while on-
line makes sense to the younger skew. Still, 
consumers are shopping with more control 
and passion, so oftentimes the preference is 
driven by their own interest, versus the media 
vehicle chosen. 

“We find that radio is a great media outlet 
for the type of retail format that we operate,” 
says Andrea Lenfesty, Marketing Manager at 
Garvey’s Fine Men’s Wear. “It allows us to be 
in and out and change copy so that we can 
get the message out quickly when new prod-

uct arrives or we have an event. Because of 
this approach, we don’t need to rely on sup-
plier images and are ultimately able to create 
the image we want in the customer’s mind.” 

Though, for Golda’s Kitchen Inc, Web-based 
advertising is the most effective way to reach 
its core clients. “As an online business, we 
no longer do traditional marketing for con-
sumers to visit the store,” says Vice-President 
Fred Pritchard. “Rather, everything is target-
ed to online consumers who are looking for 
hard to find items in Canada.”
 
>> 3. Interconnectivity is a part of life
It impacts the way people receive and share 
information, communicate, transact busi-
ness, even the way they socialize. Rather than 
buying inventory/database, there is software 
that can define your user groups with real-
time targeting. Think about and use social 
media as a component in your marketing ef-
forts. Your users are vocal and very, very con-
nected.
Online and mobile surveys can provide very 
specific targeting to your market, and real 
time feedback too. At an affordable rate and 
before you develop your merchandising pro-
motion or launch, these are great tools not 
only for customer feedback, but to encourage 
employee feedback, too. 

Just recently, Petryna took the opportunity 
to test the power of the Internet, and the ef-

As an independent retailer, developing the right marketing approach is  
essential to the growth of your store. Understanding how to do this is  
perhaps even more important.  By sandy kedey

making
		  your
mark with

fectiveness of customer connectivity for Take 
A Hike!   

“In 5 days I recruited more than 80 friends 
and 45 have joined the "Take A Hike!" 
group,” she exclaims. “I am excited about 
using this new technology to reach my cus-
tomers at little or no cost. I've chatted with 
a neighbouring business owner and we've 
agreed to work together in getting Facebook 
working for our stores.  If it takes a buddy 
to get you out to the gym regularly, maybe 
some of us need a "social networking" buddy 
as well.”

>> 4. Customers expect more
Consider marketing in four customer stages: 
before the buy, the shop itself, the purchase 
and/or transaction, and after the buy. All 
levels need to be consistent with your im-
age and delivery, so ensure your brand is on 
their radar. And reward your customer, both 
new and old, and they’ll be back… again and 
again.

“We actively engage customers in conversa-
tion to discover what brought them into the 
store in the first place,” states Petryna. “We 
also ask them what plans they have for the 
coming seasons, and what their interests are. 
This gives us good insight into who our cus-
tomers are, and how we can best help them.”  

For Lenfesty, sales continue to be about rela-
tionships rather than product. “By asking the 
customer more than the standard ‘may I help 
you,’ you open the door to learning about the 
person and establishing something in com-

mon. From the time the customer walks in to 
the store they are treated as if they’ve entered 
our home. They are our guests. We want 
them focused on their needs, not distracted 
from them.”

>> 5. Real-time connection
Even with all the digital ease and control at 
shoppers’ fingertips, customers seek connec-
tion. Think about and become involved with 
community efforts, cause events and give-
back. Focus on how a customer feels about 
their interaction with your environment, 
product, service and brand. This will allow 
you to ultimately build brand loyalty.

“Our community is extremely important to 
our survival,” admits Lenfesty. “We need the 
community and it is our obligation as respon-
sible citizens to be active and to serve them 
appropriately. We support local charitable or-
ganizations and causes that are important to 
our customers. It’s hard to measure the return 
on investment, but the goodwill that is cre-
ated in the community is hard to put a price 
on. Being tight-fisted is easy to justify during 
recessions, but it’s the generosity of spirit that 
will define and separate you from the rest.  
People remember that.”

>> 6. Invest in a website
No question, this mode of engagement will 
continue to grow exponentially and create 
new channels for customer insight, inter-
action and participation. Your customer is 
shopping just as much, if not more so, online 
and then stepping into your store to com-
plete the transaction. They are also spending 

upwards of 30 minutes on dynamic sites, so 
engagement is essential, and increasingly be-
coming the norm. You don’t need to be an e-
commerce expert quite yet, but presence and 
involvement is vital. 

Pritchard, who has overseen the growth of 
Golda’s Kitchen Inc.’s online presence, be-
lieves that investment in a Web site is ex-
tremely important, but that focus is para-
mount to its effectiveness.

“Several large chain retailers have come and 
gone with respect to etailing, but we ap-
proach our business with drive and deter-
mination with a single vision as an online 
retailer who happens to have a store, not a 
store with an afterthought Web site.  As I 
have told my suppliers, we are operating a 
business, not a hobby.”

Keep in mind that while the marketing mix 
for independents may differ from that of 
larger retailers, your customers are still very 
much the same. And remember that because 
the shopping behaviour of today’s consumer 
is changing rapidly, so must your behaviour 
if you’re to reach them and connect them 
with your brand. They’re spending, so time 
to get out and build brand loyalty. These six 
tips should help you do just that.

Sandy Kedey, AOCA, RGD, is Assist-
ant Professor, Faculty of Design, OCAD, 
Canada’s largest degree granting institu-
tion for Art & Design & President of SLK 
Communications Inc.©
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Key Steps to Hiring
	 …and Keeping Better Staff

For retailers, the ability to staff their 
stores with bright, dedicated, en-
gaged, talented and hard working 
individuals is critical to their suc-

cess. So, let’s look at five key things you can 
do to hire … and keep better staff.

>> Run Tougher Interviews
Let’s face it. A ten-minute interview in 

the stockroom or across your cash counter 
just doesn’t cut it. You might discover a few 
things about the person in front of you in 
this short amount of time that may influence 
a hiring decision. But there is no way for you 
to know for certain in ten minutes whether 
they are the individual that you want en-
gaging with your customers. In conducting 
such a short interview, you also unintention-
ally communicate to the candidate that the 
job in question isn’t very important, because 
if they are hired for the job in just ten min-
utes, how could it be? The result of the short 
interview: rapid turnover of employment.

Conduct a minimum of two interviews. 
Standardize the questions to ensure that you 
ask each candidate for the same information. 
And make the questions fair, but make them 
rigorous. You really don’t want to leave any 
stones unturned when deciding if the person 
in front of you can do the job, and whether 
or not they are going to fit into your store 
culture and values.

>> Check References on Every Candidate
It’s time to stop hiring each other’s poor per-

formers! Alright, that may sound a little harsh. 
But, the best indicator of future performance 
of any employee is in their past behaviours. 
Contact their previous employer or manager 
and talk to them about the candidate in ques-
tion. Would they hire them again? You might 
also want to ask them what type of work 
environment best suits this person, allowing 
them to achieve the most and be successful.

>> Help Them Achieve Success Right Away
Everyone can appreciate the anxiety that’s 

felt when settling in to a new job, especially 
during the first few days and weeks; not real-
ly understanding what to do or how to do it. 
So it’s fairly easy to understand why a num-
ber of staff in stores across the industry quit 
after just a few short shifts. Make sure that 
the first ten shifts for each new employee are  
tightly orchestrated. And give them the skills 
they need. Set them up for success. Give 
them more feedback. Make them believe 
they are successful and can continue to grow 
as employees.

>> Make Sure to Provide a Lot More 
Coaching

The more you talk to your staff, the better 
they’ll perform on the job…and the longer 
they’ll remain your employee. So make sure 
you coach your staff at the beginning of every 
shift, on the sales floor and at the end of each 
week of work. When you follow through on 
your mentoring and coaching responsibil-
ities, your employees will be more engaged 
than ever before.

>> Have Fun
No one wants to work in a dull, boring 

store. Have a laugh once in a while, giggle 
and smile while on the job. If your employees 
are having fun, chances are that your custom-
ers are too. And both will hang around your 
store for a much longer period of time!  Now, 
that’s a good thing.

Kevin Graff is the President of Graff Retail, 
offering retailers expert training and consult-
ing on a wide variety of topics, all aimed to 
improve your store operations. For more tips, 
or to inquire further about the services pro-
vided by Graff Retail, visit them on the Web 
at www.graffretail.com.  

To take a look at some of the latest indus-
try trends related to recruitment and reten-
tion, download Retail Council of Canada’s A 
Changing Retail Landscape: An Analysis of 
Emerging Human Resources Trends, at www.
retailcouncil.org/storeops/hr/rcc_hrtrends_
eng_20091202.pdf

The search for great staff is never easy. And lately, it seems to be even 
tougher to hold onto them. So what can you do to retain your top talent? 
By kevin graff – president, graff retail

5 Are you taking advantage of all 
your RCC member benefits?

As a member of RCC you can leverage benefit programs that help save you money, 
provide you with the industry research and information that you need, and access events 

and seminars that will keep you connected and in the know.
 

To find out if you’re receiving all of your benefits, call our membership 
department at 1-888-373-8245 or visit us at www.retailcouncil.org

1.71%
1.62%

Interac – Debit 
Pricing, 7¢ 

5
Commerial Insurance 
– Ontario only

Home, auto, commercial 
insurance discounts

Group Insurance 
Affordable & Adjustable

Benefit from the advantages of 
volume discount purchasing.
No minimum
group size.

Traffic counting
at discount rates

Monthly monitoring system and 
analysis for retailers of all sizes 
and types.

Full Service Marketing
Free assesment for your store

See retailcouncil.org for details.Home & Auto 
discount: 20%
Commercial (outside 
ON) preferred rates

Custom-printed 
products 5-10% off
Promotional items and business 
products.

25% discount on business 
insurance.
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1255 Bay Street, Suite 800
Toronto, Ontario  

M5R 2A9

independent
retailer

We are Here to Serve You

A t Retail Council of Canada, ad-
dressing the needs and concerns 
of our members, and helping  
them meet the challenges of  

operating an independent retail busi-
ness in Canada is our utmost priority. It’s 
something that we take great pride in, 
fueling our day-to-day activities here at  
the association.
And as the hub of this vibrant community, our 
membership team is always looking for new 
ways to assist our members in improving their 
in-store operations and keeping abreast of all 
of the latest industry news and trends.
To that end, the membership team loves to 
hear from you. We encourage you to share 
your stories with us; let us know how busi-
ness is going for you, and update us concern-
ing any exciting projects you’re involved in or  
accomplishments your business is celebrat-
ing. Our mission is to be the go-to resource 
for all of your business needs—you can help 
us achieve that.
You can also contact us to take advantage of 
the great services that we offer, like best practice 
documents related to customer service, advertis-
ing and marketing, health and safety and many 

other areas of interest. Or sign up for one of the 
many cost saving programs that are available 
such as discounts on group benefits, insurance, 
office products, shipping and much more.
You can also make sure you get the most out of 
leading-edge skills development and network-
ing opportunities that RCC offers, including 
many seminars concerning topics relevant to 
independent retail. And if there are any issues 
impacting your business that RCC can help 
with, call our membership team right away.
Please help RCC’s membership team serve 
you better by emailing or calling us at any 
time to sign your team up and get connected, 
and start taking advantage of all of the great 
service that we can provide for you and your 
teams! You can contact the RCC Customer Ser-
vice Department at (888) 373-8245, or email us at  
customerservice@retailcouncil.org

Sincerely,

Robyn Russell
Acting Manager, Membership Services

robyn

Robyn and her team are always looking 
for new ways to serve you better.
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If your company is interested in advertising within future issues of Independent Retailer, 
or would like more information about advertising possibilities,  

please contact Bill Yetman at 888-373-8245 ext. 249, or send an email to byetman@retailcouncil.org


