Killer stores and the community impact


By Jack Balshaw


4/1/96





We’ve all seen the nature of retail shopping change over the years.  No need to elaborate.  But, there’s one type of store that has destroyed whole categories of other types of shops.  Once one of these stores starts to expand, not only do they swallow up many individual businesses, they swallow whole types of businesses.  And they look so innocent.





I’m not talking about WalMart, or the big box stores, or the giant catalog companies.  The next time you go food shopping in a major chain supermarket, you’ll be inside one of these killer stores.  





Those of us who are sixty or over can remember when there weren’t many supermarkets.  Instead there were mom and pop grocery stores.  These stores sold mostly packaged food products and some bulk goods.  There were butcher shops, not as food boutiques, but as stand-alone, independent businesses.  The same for produce stores.





That’s all changed and is still changing with the slow evolution of the neighborhood super market into the one stop shop for all our daily needs.  Look around and try to remember what businesses there used to be, but either are no more or are too few to notice.





Not only is the neighborhood butcher shop gone, so is the produce store, the independent druggist, and the photo shop.  Going are the flower shop, the bakery, the deli, the card shop, and maybe your branch bank. 





The evolution of the supermarkets has been a natural response of a business to provide for, and benefit from, the changing needs of the public.  As more and more individuals and families have less and less time, it is only natural for a business that everyone frequents on a regular basis to add to its services. Supermarkets are superb at this.





You could make a game of thinking about what other businesses the supermarkets will add to their list.  How about a quick oil change while you shop?  Or drop off your dry cleaning in the morning and pick it up when you stop by the deli for tonight’s supper?  In addition, the video and CD sections could expand and add computer software to their selections. 





There is another downside associated with this consolidation of businesses into a single large establishment.  The interaction between people that used to happen in the smaller businesses is also being lost.  Smaller stores of the past were sized to serve neighborhoods.  This, in turn, led to people being more likely to know the shopkeeper and one another when they met in the store.  Family and/or community information (gossip?) were exchanged, local issues discussed, and personal bonds reinforced.  Stores were the public meeting places for much of the community.





Compare this to the anonymity associated with standing in line while waiting your turn at the check out counter.  There is seldom an exchange of pleasantries between people.  The market area of these large stores encompasses much more than neighborhoods and so people seldom know any other shoppers who might be in any one super store at any given time.  This, combined with our “don’t talk to strangers” attitudes, insures little interaction between people.





The large number of check out stations, numerous clerks and varying work shifts, all work against the chance we will get to know any store employee on a personal basis.  Or they us.





Part of the community network that existed in the older system was that the store owner or manager passed information gained from one shopper on to another.  This helped build a community network, a sense of commonality.  This is being lost.





Progress may be wonderful, and every little convenience welcomed.  But something is being lost in the continual maximizing of business operations.  It’s effect on us as a community will be another column.   





