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Grocery Business Transition Mentorship Program 
 
The Situation 
Grocery stores face many uphill battles, from competition with dollar stores, to slim profit margins, to high operating 
costs. But there’s another often-overlooked challenge that affects not only grocers, but also entire communities: 
business transition planning. In other words, who will take over the grocery store once the owner is ready to move on or 
retire? Creating a transition plan helps ensure that the grocery store continues operating, even after the owner exits the 
business. According to the Small Business Development Center, these plans take at least three to five years to complete. 
All too often, however, without a strong exit strategy, grocery stores abruptly close and communities are left with 
limited access to food. 
 
According to a recent survey conducted by the Rural Grocery Initiative, nearly 40% of rural grocers plan to transition out 
of their store in the next five to ten years. Yet, a staggering 81% of rural grocers do not have a plan for the future 
ownership of their store. These findings highlight the critical need for more technical assistance on this issue.  
 
In early 2021, the Rural Grocery Initiative hosted an eight-part webinar series, Keeping Groceries Alive, which covered a 
wide range of topics related to business transition planning. While the webinar series reached a wide audience and 
provided high quality information, it was limited in its ability to deliver nuanced guidance, since all business transitions 
are unique with differing needs and assets. 
 
What We Did 
As an extension of the Keeping Groceries Alive webinar series, the Rural Grocery Initiative developed the Grocery 
Business Transition Mentorship Program so that grocers and community leaders could receive customized one-on-one 
technical assistance on a range of topics related to grocery business transitions, such as creating a business plan, 
assessing markets and community needs, establishing a community-owned grocery store, and more. 
 
The program paired grocers and leaders from ten rural communities with mentors, including advisors from the Small 
Business Development Center, a grocery store owner, and others with specialized knowledge in the grocery industry. 
Given that program participants were at different places on their path toward a business transition – from preparing for 
transition to enacting a transition – these mentors were able to provide targeted support by identifying needs, clarifying 
goals, and sharing information and resources. 
 
Participants and mentors met at least four times, which proved to be productive and positive: participants 
overwhelmingly reported that the program led to concrete action steps that advanced their business transitions and 
other grocery-related goals; likewise, all mentors indicated an interest in joining future iterations of this program. 
 
Outcomes 
Mentorship program participants took tangible steps toward their business transition during the mentorship program. 
The following actions occurred with support and guidance from business transition mentors: 

- Four of ten communities took steps toward a business transition or even enacted a transition. 



- One store owner developed a guidebook that will be included in their transition plan when the owner is ready to 
move on (estimated five to ten years down the road). 

- One store submitted an offer to purchase a grocery store business. 
- One store developed a presentation for city leadership to discuss their business transition. 
- One store recently opened and completed a business transition. Instead of writing a transition plan, the current 

owner and previous owners worked together for several weeks before and after the transition to train and 
answer questions in person. 

 
Success Story 
In early 2020, the owner of a grocery store in rural Kansas started making plans to retire. With the grocery store building 
under contract, the owner realized that he needed to purchase and remodel the building in order to add value to his 
business and create a succession plan. 
 
In Spring 2020, the grocery owner applied for funding from the Kansas Healthy Food Initiative with plans to upgrade and 
renovate the store. The project was deemed eligible. However, as is often the case, questions arose concerning the 
owner’s vision and financial plan. The project remained in limbo. 
 
To move his plan forward, in April 2021, the owner joined the Grocery Business Transition Mentorship Program and was 
paired with an advisor from the Small Business Development Center. The mentor conducted a financial vetting of the 
project by reviewing tax returns and, ultimately, developed a revised three-year projection. Together, the pair updated 
the original project plan and acquired a financing commitment from the local bank. Then, in June 2021, the owner 
submitted a revised financial application to the Kansas Healthy Food Initiative, which was approved. 
 
With this final financing piece in place, the owner will be able to purchase and renovate the building so that when he 
retires, he can make a return on his investment. He is also beginning to train a successor to take over the business at 
that time – about six years from now. 
 
The mentorship program helped this grocer focus and make changes to his initial plan, which ultimately led to the 
successful financing of his project. Without this assistance moving the grocer forward, it is likely that the future 
transition of this store would still be uncertain. 
 
Testimonial:  
“After a long vetting process and with the assistance of the Rural Grocery Initiative, which provided us some direct and 
more timely financial planning assistance, I believe [the grocery store] has now been able to prove a sustainable plan for 
their expansion and remodel of the store in [the community].” – Economic developer who supported the project 
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