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Welcome to the 2015 edition of the Independent Grocers Financial Survey! 
 
This report covers the operational and financial performance of independent food retailers in fiscal year 
2014. It proved to be a difficult year for independent grocers with sales gains and net profits down compared 
with prior years.  
 
While independents posted sales gains of 1.5 percent, it was food-at-home inflation (2.4 percent) instead of true sales 
gains that drove the growth for the majority of grocers. Additionally, margins were flat, or even down slightly, and 
expenses increased. This resulted in a significant drop in net profits before taxes to below the one-percent mark. 
Regional differences, however, were strong, with much of the overall decline in net profits attributable to retailers 
located in the Northeast — an area that battled with a wholesaler bankruptcy, a long and severe winter as well as 
growing online and other competition.  
 
As individual performances varied widely, benchmarking against peers is ever so important. We are pleased to 
provide this report that includes national benchmarks as well as insights based on region, store sales volume 
and shows what the profit leaders among us are doing differently.  
 
New to this year's report is a breakout for Canadian independent grocers that showed a strong sales and profit 
performance, as well as labor rates for some of the main departments in the store. We encourage you to use these 
benchmarks to guide future decisions to grow sales and profits and improve your company's performance. 
 
In addition to industry benchmarks, this report provides an in-depth review of the economy, the political landscape, 
taxes and healthcare changes that will shed light on some of the critical issues in the years to come. 
 
We would like to thank all participants and supporters of this survey for making this valuable report possible.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Peter Larkin      Robert Graybill 
President and CEO     President and CEO 
National Grocers Association    FMS, Inc 
703.516.0700      877.435.9400 
www.nationalgrocers.org www.fmssolutions.com 
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$75 NGA members and FMS clients 
$300 Nonmembers 

FMS — Since 1974, FMS has helped independent retail grocers succeed by transforming historic accounting 
activities into timely, accurate decision support tools. The company’s keen understanding of the challenges the 
industry faces has positioned it as the National Grocers Association’s (NGA) preferred provider of industry 
benchmarking, best practices and mission-critical decision support. With headquarters in Baltimore, MD and 
additional offices in Pittsburgh, PA; Portland, OR; Nashville, TN; Detroit, MI; Carteret, NJ; and Dallas, TX, FMS 
services organizations in more than 3,500 locations across the U.S., Canada, and the Caribbean, enabling them to 
improve profitability through better decision support. To learn more about FMS, please call 877.435.9400 or visit 
www.fmssolutions.com 

National Grocers Association - The National Grocers Association (NGA) is the national trade association 
representing the retail and wholesale grocers that comprise the independent sector of the food distribution 
industry. An independent retailer is a privately owned or controlled food retail company operating a variety of 
formats. Most are serviced by wholesale distributors, while others may be partially or fully self-distributing. 
Independents are the true “entrepreneurs” of the grocery industry and dedicated to their customers, associates, 
and communities. The independent grocery sector is accountable for close to 1% of the nation’s overall economy 
and is responsible for generating $131 billion in sales, 944,000 jobs, $30 billion in wages, and $27 billion in taxes. 
NGA members include retail and wholesale grocers, state grocers associations, as well as manufacturers and 
service suppliers.
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Study Highlights 
Fiscal year 2014 was a tough year for independent grocers. As a group, independents showed a healthy gain 
in same-store sales between 2013 and 2014. However, for most companies this sales growth was driven by 
increases in food prices instead of real gains. While some managed to grow sales, margins and profits above 
inflation and prior-year levels, many others handed back the gains accomplished in the past couple of years. 
 
 Overall, same-store sales increased 1.5 percent between 2013 and 2014. However, once adjusted for food-at-

home inflation (2.4 percent), these gains were erased and the independents lost ground (-0.9 percent). 
Additionally, 58.1 percent of independents reported growth below the level of inflation, up from 42.5 percent 
the year prior.  

 In addition to effective sales losses, independent grocers also were not quite able to hold the line on 
margins. Total store margins dropped to 25.87 percent. Meat, with above-average inflation, was one 
important area where independents lost margin.  

 Total expenses for the year increased to 22.62 percent, with higher costs in labor and utilities. This is the 
fourth consecutive year of increases.  

 This resulted in a rather significant drop in net profit before taxes, from 1.51 percent to 0.91 percent. 
However, much of the industry decline was driven by retailers located in the Northeast that struggled 
with the aftermath of a large wholesaler declaring bankruptcy as well as increased competition and a 
long and severe winter. Single-store independents outperformed multi-store independents in sales gains (1.54 
percent), total store gross margin (27.08 percent), and net profits (1.22 percent).  

 The profit leaders included those who exceeded 2.44 percent in net profits before taxes. They 
outperformed the rest in nearly every benchmark, including sales, margins, asset performance, and 
expenses control. They extended their lead compared with prior years. 

 Most independents saw an increase in the number of weekly transactions per store compared with last year, 
along with an increase in the average transaction size to $26.75. Stores with loyalty programs showed a greater 
number of transactions and a higher-than-average transaction size, at $30.14. Self-checkout continues to 
increase its share of transactions by checkout type. Consumers are also increasingly using debit and credit, now 
accounting for 56.5 percent of sales, with cash holding steady at 22.1 percent.  

 With higher inflation, independents kept inventory levels slightly higher in 2014 than in 2013, leading to 
a small drop in turns. Inventory turns for the total store decreased to 17.0. At the same time, total store 
shrink dropped to 3.0 percent. Companies that are able to track at the SKU level, measure shrink at retail, 
and have shrink management programs in place reported lower-than-average shrink.  

 Store development tapered off somewhat compared with prior years with reduced funding for remodels 
and new stores. Instead the share of independents closing one or more stores increased to 5.3 percent, 
from 2.4 percent.  

 Competition continues to drive the greatest impact on the independent grocery business, followed by 
the impact of the economy and a rising impact of hiring and retention. Supercenters remain the greatest 
source of competition, with 80.5 percent of the stores represented in the sample having a Walmart 
supercenter in their direct market areas.  

 Healthcare costs, which increased by an average of 4.4 percent in 2014, are of great concern to 
independents as nearly seven in 10 independents saw their expenses increase. 
 

The results of the 2015 Independent Grocers Financial Survey show that even if 2014 was a tough year, their 
resilience and business-savvy will very likely drive renewed growth in the years to come through solid 
business fundamentals and financials.   




