How to put your store at the heart of your community

As a convenience retailer, you have a key advantage over the big supermarkets – you can position your store at the heart of your community. Getting involved in local activities will pay dividends in the long run. As you create strong ties with customers, people are more likely to come into the store – and more likely to spend more. 
Hints and tips

You need to work out what you want to achieve through community activity. You want to bring customers into the store but you also want to make them think of it as a friendly place run by people who care about their clientele; that way they will spend more in the long term.
Do it: Work out which customers you are trying to connect with – parents and families? older people? young professionals? Then work out what matters to them. Is there a local charity or cause they care about? Talk to them, ask your staff, check out local media to keep abreast of concerns.

What you get involved with will also depend on what is going on in your area. For long term involvement, pick causes, charities or activities you care about or have connections with. This will make it easier to sustain support in the long term and increase appreciation for your contribution

Do it: Review your area. Is there a need for more youth activities? Could you launch a competition – arts, sports, dance? Does a local sports club need sponsorship? Does a care home need support? Is there a school you can get involved with – providing products for an Easter egg hunt, a summer fete, fireworks night, or Diwali celebrations for example?

Create a plan of action that is sustainable. Start small but think long term. Once you feel more confident, you can branch out into other things. 
Do it: Before you start anything, think carefully about what activities you can do to keep momentum going – if it’s a long term project, you’ll need to think of things throughout the year. Take some responsibilities on board yourself but don’t do everything – give some key responsibilities to relevant staff 
Some activities will be one-offs, or be store-centred and may be more about creating interest and fun. 

Do it: Try seasonal events – eg. kids’ Halloween fancy dress contests, or Christmas carol singing or wreath-making workshops, or one-offs like tasting sessions or cookery demonstrations. If you have a forecourt, you could offer lessons in basic car maintenance. Other short-term activities might include free home delivery for elderly customers during bad weather. Or try an in-store fantasy football league – this runs for several months so will bring customers in regularly.

Make sure you shout about it – before the activity and afterwards.
Do it: Use posters and notices in store, call in your local paper and radio station too, invite local dignitaries – especially your MP (it can be useful to build a relationship with them). And make the most of social media – it’s as important to get this right as it is to organise the activity. When you’ve raised money – publicise this. 

Make sure you know what works – for next time

Do it: Have a good debrief with everyone involved afterwards. What worked and what didn’t? Work out how you can improve. 
