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Successful Ownership Transitions for Rural Grocery Stores 
 
The Situation 
Grocery stores are anchor businesses in rural communities. These businesses are important sources of healthful food, 
providing residents with fruits, vegetables, dairy, grains, and meats. They are important to the economic engine driving 
rural regions through jobs created, tax contribution, and their local economic multiplier effect, and they serve as 
community hubs where community members gather to build social capital and cultural identity.1 Rural communities 
particularly in the Midwest, have experienced “stagnant economies” in part due to hometown businesses like grocery 
stores closing due to retirement, shrinking markets, and lack of access to capital.2  
 
In rural communities the need for business transition planning assistance is especially critical where the closure of a 
single business can dramatically impact economic development and quality of life for residents. Nationally, Baby 
Boomers, who are now of retirement age, own roughly 2.34 million small businesses.3  Thus, an enormous shift in 
business ownership from one generation to the next is currently underway. In a 10-year period between 2008 and 2018, 
the Rural Grocery Initiative tracked the closure of 54 rural grocery stores in Kansas.4  Once a store closes, it is that much 
harder to reopen as shoppers start to change behavior and shop out of town.  According to a recent survey conducted 
by the Rural Grocery Initiative, nearly 40% of rural Kansas grocers indicated that they intend to retire in the next five to 
10 years, but 80% do not have a plan in place for future ownership of their store.  
 
What We Did 
In partnership with the Kansas Center for Business Transition, Kansas Rural Center, NetWork Kansas, and the Food Co-op 
Initiative, the Rural Grocery Initiative developed and hosted an 8-part webinar series focused on rural grocery business 
transition planning.  The webinar series was held weekly on Thursday afternoons between January and March 2021.  
Each webinar featured subject matter experts and case studies with guest presenters including grocers, community 
members, funders and more.  Webinar topics included grocery ownership models, business planning, funding, recruiting 
staff, grocery operations and more. 

 
Outcomes 
Over the course of the 8-week Keeping Groceries Alive webinar series, 176 unique individuals participated in the webinar 
series, representing 35 states and Canada.  Participants included a broad range of rural food access stakeholders 
including grocery store owners and managers, extension professionals, community and economic developers, funders 
and more. 
 

 
1 https://www.ruralgrocery.org/publications/resources/Hometown-Grocery-Factsheet.pdf 
2 https://www.cgs.niu.edu/Reports/Emergence-and-Growth-of-Community-Supported-Enterprises.pdf 
3 https://www.cnbc.com/2019/12/10/as-baby-boomers-retire-main-street-could-face-a-tsunami-of-change.html 
4 https://www.ruralgrocery.org/publications/food-first/FoodFirst-2019.pdf 



On average, each webinar had 68 participants in attendance.  Fifty-three percent of webinar series participants joined 
more than one live webinar and 13 individuals attended all 8 webinars in the series.    Within the first 6 months of listing 
these webinars on YouTube, the recordings have had a total of 227 views.   

  
Webinar Topic 

Webinar 
Registration 

Live Webinar 
Attendance 

Views on YouTube  
(March to Sept. 2021) 

Satisfaction 
Rating  

(out of 10) 

1 
Grocery Business Transition Planning 
Overview 209 105 67 9.36 

2 Understanding Grocery Ownership Models 204 87 29 9.36 
3 Preparing for Business Transition 204 70 24 9.37 
4 Assessing Markets & Community Needs 230 71 15 9.37 
5 Planning Your Business 213 55 24 9.39 
6 Funding the Transition 190 55 22 9.42 
7 Recruiting Store Managers 192 58 18 9.39 
8 Mastering Grocery Store Nuts and Bolts 196 46 28 9.40 

  1,638 547 227 Average: 9.38 

Satisfaction with the webinar series was high.  On average, the webinar series achieved a satisfaction rating of 9.38 out 
of 10.  According to the post-program survey, 29% of webinar participants indicated taking a meaningful action related 
to grocery business transition planning since the conclusion of the webinar series. At the conclusion of the webinar 
series, 17% of participants indicated they had started writing a business transition plan.  This represents an increase of 
12% from the start of the webinar series.  
 
Success Story 
Quotes from webinar series participants illuminates the variety of impacts the series sparked – from sharing the 
resource with other grocers, to providing relevant and timely content. 

• “GREAT INFORMATION!! You can't find this info anywhere so appreciate this group having it all organized! It was 
excellent info that's so hard to find guidance on! Thank you for putting this on, your webinars were extremely 
organized, down to the presenters, cc at the bottom of the screen and Q&A versus question dumping in the chat 
box.” 

 
• “Very beneficial, and just what I need, when I need it.  Great information and very timely for us.” 

 
• “Love it all!!  Have been to 2 of your "live conferences" and except for the "networking" advantage of being in 

person this is almost better!  =)  I thought it was pretty awesome!  I don't know how you'd improve!” 
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