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RGI started in 
2007 due to the 
crucial role 
grocery stores 
play in rural 
communities.



Rural Grocery 
Initiative

The Rural Grocery Initiative aims to 
sustain locally-owned rural grocery 
stores to enhance community vitality 
and improve access to healthy foods by 
identifying, developing, and sharing 
resources that support grocers and rural 
communities.



Rural, defined



What is rural?

• Often defined by what it is not (urban)

• USDA Economic Research Service defines ‘nonmetropolitan 
areas’ as:
• Open countryside

• rural towns (places with fewer than 5,000 people and 2,000 
housing units), and

• urban areas with populations ranging up to 50,000 people that are 
not part of larger labor market areas (metropolitan areas). 



Rural Kansas

Source: PolicyMap, Urban or rural tract (USDA, 2019)



What is rural?

2,500
50,000

Salina 
(45,792)

Hays
(21,040)

MHK
(53,682)

*based on 2023 Population Estimates, ACS

Atchison
(10,670)

Dodge City
(27,514)

Iola
(5,318)

Clay Center
(4,094)

Eureka
(2,264)

• Varies by context 



What does every small town need to 
thrive?



Importance of rural grocery



because they provide:

• Economic benefits

• Public health benefits

• Community gathering space

➢ Benefits of Hometown Markets
Fact Sheet

Grocery stores are
anchor institutions in
rural communities

https://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/publications/guides/Hometown-Grocery-Factsheet.pdf
https://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/publications/guides/Hometown-Grocery-Factsheet.pdf
https://sunflowerfoundation.org/mildred-store-remains-hub-of-little-allen-county-town/


Economic 
Benefits



Public 
Health 

Benefits



Community 
Hubs



Over a 10-year period 
between 2008 and 2018,
1 in 5 grocery stores in rural 
Kansas closed their doors.

Challenges to staying in 
business include:
• Slim profit margins
• Population decline
• Distribution
• Competition
• Transition planning Kansas Rural Grocery Stores, 2019

Rural groceries struggle to stay in business



Challenges in rural grocery



Grocery runs on slim profit margins

Let’s run the numbers:

• $2M Annual Sales =
$20,000 net profit margin

• $20M Annual Sales =
$200,000 net profit margin

https://www.fmi.org/our-research/research-reports/food-retailing-industry-speaks; 
https://pages.stern.nyu.edu/~adamodar/New_Home_Page/datafile/margin.html 
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“Grocery is a 
volume game”
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Population decline

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/population-migration/ 

While this trend may be starting to 
reverse, rural America has 
experienced a steady trend of 
population loss over the past several 
decades. Fewer customers impacts 
a rural grocery store’s bottom line.

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/population-migration/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/population-migration/
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/population-migration/


“Food retailing markets 
in rural and small 
nonmetro counties are 
considerably more 
concentrated than food 
retailing markets in 
metro and large 
nonmetro counties.”

Increased market consolidation & competition

https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details?pubid=105557 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=105557
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details?pubid=105557
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details?pubid=105557
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details?pubid=105557




Source: Census 2018 Annual Business Survey

https://project-equity.org/communities/small-business-closure-crisis 

https://project-equity.org/communities/small-business-closure-crisis
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Excerpt of findings from 2021 Kansas Rural Grocery Survey: https://open.clemson.edu/joe/vol62/iss3/6/ 

Aging business owners

24%
Plan to transition out of 

their store in the next 1-5 
years

73%
Do not have any transition 
plans for the future ownership 
of their grocery store

https://open.clemson.edu/joe/vol62/iss3/6/


What business transition 
resources are available?



Highlights from Recorded Webinar Series

1. Grocery Business Transition Planning: An Overview
• A business transition plan is the ultimate business plan and the ultimate financial plan.

2. Understanding Grocery Ownership Models
• Alternative models may be the right fit for rural communities.

3. Preparing for Business Transition
• The business transition process takes time – prepare accordingly!

4. Assessing Markets & Community Needs
• Communities change over time and ownership transitions present an opportunity for the 

grocery store to adapt to community needs.

• RGI has a survey question bank resource available online.

More information: www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/ 

http://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/
http://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/
http://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/


Highlights from Recorded Webinar Series (Continued)

5. Planning your Business
• There are grocery specific items to consider (such as the grocery supplier).

6. Funding the Transition
• One option to learn more about is the Kansas Healthy Food Initiative 

(https://www.kansashealthyfood.org/).

7. Recruiting Store Managers
• Why is this so important? Grocery store managers play a critical role. They 

make critical decisions, set the tone, and build community relationships.
• Look internally and externally.

8. Mastering Grocery Store Nuts & Bolts

More information: www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/ 

https://www.kansashealthyfood.org/
http://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/
http://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/
http://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/webinar-workshops/


Other resources available





Available online at https://www.ruralgrocery.org/learn/publications/guides/Business-Transition-Planning-Guide-Community-Leaders3.pdf 
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Information provided by the Small Business Development Center



Rural Grocery Transition Specialist Program

• Who: This course is designed for Extension professionals, economic developers 
and other resource providers who support rural grocers and rural community 
vitality across the country.

• Participants will gain: Strategies for building relationships with grocery store 
owners and managers, understanding of transition planning and business 
valuation concepts, and tools to support grocery store transitions. In addition, 
participants will join a national network of professionals dedicated to supporting 
rural communities. Graduates also receive a microcredential from K-State.

• Format: This course contains seven online modules that include homework 
assignments and interactive discussion boards, paired with guided learning 
through four required 1.5 to 2-hour synchronous virtual meetings.

• Taught by: Composed of 18 professionals across the country, the teaching team 
has a wide range of expertise related to business transition planning and rural 
grocery.



Rural Grocery Transition Specialist Network

As of the end of our latest course offering in April 2025, we have officially trained 38 specialists across 16 states.



Rural Grocery Transition Specialist Network



How else can RGI support you?



What does RGI do?
• Provides technical assistance to grocers and 

communities related to rural grocery stores and/or 
healthy food access

• Conducts research on relevant rural grocery and food 
access issues

• Develops and maintains the RGI Resource Library

• Hosts educational events and the biennial National 
Rural Grocery Summit

• Serves as Food Access Organization for the
Kansas Healthy Food Initiative

>>> Visit ruralgrocery.org to learn more!

https://www.ruralgrocery.org/


For more information:
Rural Grocery Initiative

rgi@ksu.edu

www.ruralgrocery.org

785-532-6868

mailto:rgi@ksu.edu
http://www.ruralgrocery.org/


Questions and discussion
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