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Positioning the Retail Enterprise for 

By R. Eugene Klippe1 and l1mothy W. Sweeney 

It is realistic to say that "positioning" 
was the buzz word in the advertising and 
marketing profession during the 1970's. 
Clearly, interest in this concept continues 
to grow today, as evidenced by the pop­
ularity of AI Ries's and Jack Trout's re­
cent book, Positioning: The Battle for 
Your Mind. 1 

As their title would suggest, the basic 
thrust of this book reflects their long­
standing philosophy that you don't 
change the product; rather, you reposi­
tion the product in the mind of the con­
sumer. Further, their discussion focuses 
on product/brand positioning, with em­
phasis on advertising and public rela­
tions as the dominant vehicle for im­
plementing this concept. 

In reviewing this work, it would ap­
pear that their efforts are too narrowly 
focused on the issue of product/brand 
positioning to be of extensive use to the 
members of today's dynamic retailing 
community. 

Fortunately, this narrow perspective 
of positioning has been broadened to 
include factors which are relevant to re­
tailers. A good example of this perspec­
tive was put forth by Alfred Eisenpreis in 
an address to the 1979 National Retail 
Merchants Association (NRMA) conven­
tion. He said, "Positioning is effective 
marketing-oriented communication. It's 
your identity to the marketplace. Indi­
Vidualizing yourself. Placing yourself 
uniquely in relation to other retailers. 
Projecting this distinctiveness into your 
market's mind." 

Explicit in this address is the notion 
that positioning is not a one-dimensional 
concept, but rather a multidimensional 
concept-looking well beyond any given 
single factor in the retailing mix as a pan­
acea for the issues involved. Thus, the 
question becomes, "What are the critical 
dimensions that need to be evaluated 
and controlled when developing retail 
store positioning strategies?" 

With this as a brief background to the 
subject, this article attempts to achieve 
the following objectives: 
1. 	 Establish the rationale for the devel­

opment of a retail enterprise position­
ing strategy. 

2. 	 Expand the traditional concept of po­
sitioning to accommodate its use as a 

1. 	 Al Ries and Jack Trout, Positioning: The Battle 
for Your Mind, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
1981. 

strategic planning tool for members 
of the retailing communit~. 

3. 	Develop a conceptual model which 
identities the major elements of a po­
sitioning strategy and provides a stra­
tegic decision framework for the 
retailing executive. 

4. 	 Examine the requirements needed to 
successfully implement the concept 
of "retail enterprise positioning" in 
the 1980's. 

Rationale 
Retailers in the decade of the 1980's 

are beginning to seriously evaluate the 
many new opportunities and challenges 
facing their organizations. But in order to 
properly evaluate their opportunities and 
challenges, and to respond with any­
thing approaching a successful position­
ing strategy, they must have an under­
standing of the environment. There are 
several major trends taking place within 
the environment, some of which are hos­
tile in nature, which point to the need for 
developing store positioning strategies: 
1. 	 Consumer market trends. 
2. 	 Competitive market trends. 
3. 	 Resource market trends. 
4. 	 Retailer performance trends. 

A brief review of some of the key 
patterns of change within each of these 
four trend areas provides the rationale 
for store positioning in the 1980's. 

Consumer Market Trends 
That consumers are changing in ways 

that will Significantly affect retailers is 
clear from an examination of both de­
mographic and life-style trends. Demo­
graphically, several trends for the 1980's 
are easily predictable and noteworthy. 
1. 	 The U.S. popUlation will mature as 

the high growth segments in the 
1980's will be the "35-44" and the 
"over 65" age groups. 

2. 	 The labor force participation role of 
women, both single and married, will 
continue to increase during the 
1980's. 

3. 	 Families will be smaller, but there 
were twice as many women in prime 
child bearing age in 1980 as there 
were in 1958, which could result in a 
"mother boom" in the 1980's. 

4. 	 The population will be more highly 
educated and more affluent. 
Also likely to change, but unfortu­

nately not nearly as predictable as de­
mographics, are consumer life-styles. The 
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1960's and 1970's witnessed more cas­•ual life-styles combined with a strong 
consumer orientation towards instant 
gratification, sexual freedom, natural­
ism, personal creativity and a serious 
concern about one's appearance and 
health. While some of the life-style trends 
of the 1970's are likely to continue 
through the 1980's, consumers are ex­
pected to temper their behavior patterns 
by taking on a more conservative pos­
ture in this decade. Provincialism, risk 
avoidance, and voluntary simplicity are 
just a few of the ways this conservatism 
will manifest itself durin~ the 1980's. 

Competitive Market Trends 
Competition among retailers for con­

sumer expenditures has intensified dur­
ing the past two decades and is expected 
to increase during the next decade. As 
retailers try to develop a unique position 
in the marketplace, they need to look 
at both forms of competition: intra­
competition, which exists among retail 
firms of essentially the same type, such 
as between two or more departmera 
stores, two or more discount storew 
etc., and inter-competition, which existS ' 
among retailers of different operating 
types, such as a drug store competing 
with a supermarket, or a toy specialty 
store competing with a department store. 
A classic example of the latter type of 
competition can be seen by K Mart's 
commitment to establishing itself as a 
key COmpetitor for prescription drugs. 
Other examples include manufacturers' 
increased opening of off-price retail 
stores, many of which are located in "dis­
count malls." The rapid increase in non­
store retailing is also a unique and grow­
ing competitive trend.2 Thus, changing 
strategies are being employed by retail­
ers of all types and sizes and, needless to 
say, suggest a strong need for retailers to 
develop unique positions in the con­
sumer's mind. 

Resource Market Trends 
Perhaps the most hostile factor affect­

ing a retailer's business performance can 
be found in resource markets, that is, the 
real estate, money and capital, people, 
merchandise, and equipment for which 
retailers compete. As the supply of theSllA 
resources becomes scarce, the compe_ 
tive struggle among retailers for such 

2. Rosenberg, Larry J., and Elizabeth C. Hirsch­

man, "Retailing Without Stores," Harvard Busi­

ness Review, (July-August), 1980, pp. 103-112. 
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~sources will equal or surpass the 

competitive battle for consumers. Ex­
amples of retail competition in resource 
markets abound, but certainly the real 
estate market illustrates the situation well. 
During the prosperous 1960's and for 
part of the 1970's, the growth strategies 
of many retailers were substantially 
dependent upon the opening of new 
locations, especially locations in newly 
developed regional shopping malls. The 
development of new malls has slowed 
drastically compared to previous years, 
and will continue to be slow during the 
1980's. The reason is simple-most 
markets are saturated with shopping 
malls. How, then, does a retailer with 
essentially the same number of locations 
grow? Once again, store positioning will 
be looked to as a possible growth strat­
egy within defined geographic segments. 

Retailer Performance Trends 

Growth for retailers has been further 
restricted by poor profit performance for 
retailers in all lines of trade. 

A serious "performance gap" exists if 
Arformance is measured on the basis of 
~turn on nejrworth (RONW) after taxes. 

If a firm is to combat inflation so as to 
maintain the purchasing power of its 
working capital, provide a reasonable re­
turn to stockholders, and provide funds 
for growth, it needs to generate RONW 
of approximately 20 percent. Average 
RONW figures for publicly held retailers 
fall within the 13-14 percent range, leav­
ing a significant performance gap of 6-7 
percent. While it is not the intent of this 
article to examine the financial factors 
contributing to the retail firm's profit per­
formance, it should be noted that 
successful positioning leads to greater 
emphasis on non-price competition, 
which typically means healthier margins 
for the retailers. 

Expanding the Concept 
If the traditional product positioning 

approach is taken with regard to retail­
ers, such things as store atmospherics, 
merchandise offerings, store locations, 
etc., would not change significantly. 
Rather, attempts would be made to re­
osition the existing product (in this case 
retail store or chain) within the mind of ~e consumer, primarily through pro­

motional efforts. Such an approach to 
retail positioning is far too narrow in 
scope given today's business envi­

As noted above, many elements in 
the environment are changing so rapidly 
that a store's market position is indeed 
very time-related. The temporal nature 
of this situation therefore demands an 
identification of the relevant dimensions 
which affect retail positioning and an an­
alytical framework that will assist in the 
monitoring of these dimensions over 
time. Such issues are being continually 
addressed by progressive retailers to­
day.3 Thus, it is to these issues that the 
following section is devoted. 

A Conceptual Planning 
Framework 

Retailers who set out to establish a 
market "position" are not only affected 
by their own marketing decisions, but 
also by the interactive effect of changing 
competitive forces and consumer 
markets. 

In order to place this complex situa­
tion in a more manageable framework, 
the follOwing activities are suggested: 
1. 	 Develop in advance a list of competi­

tors. This list should reflect both intra­
and intertype forms of competition. 
Focus group research can be used as 
a means of refining this list. 

2. 	 Develop in advance a list of determi­
nant attributes related to store choice 
behavior. Based on past research in 
this area, six basic groups of attri­
butes have been isolated: 
• Price related attributes. 
• Community interest and 


reputation attributes. 

• Merchandise attributes. 
• In-store convenience attributes. 
• Store operation attributes. 
• Locational attributes. 

3. 	 Develop a basis for segmenting 
the market that includes, but goes 
beyond, the usual demographic clas­
sifications. Such segmenting tech­
niques should consider: (a) the 
consumer's general approach to the 
shopping experience and (b) related 
life-style preferences. 

As stated previously, it should be rec­
ognized that the above activities must be 
combined in an interactive format in or­
der to portray the dynamic environment 
it is designed to represent. In this regard, 
a three-dimensional array (The Retail 
Opportunity Planning Matrix) is sug­

3. Macke, Kenneth A., "Managing Change: How 
Dayton Hudson Meets the Challenges," Journal of 

gested to serve as a conceptual frame­
work. Needless to say, quantifying the 
elements of such a framework is highly 
dependent upon the effective use of 
consumer survey research. 

Through the utilization of this matrix 
it is possible to identify the strengths and 
weaknesses of the competition as well as 
that of the retailer's own organization. In 
addition, it will also assist in identifying 
the few remaining niches in the market­
place which have not been satisfied by 
existing retail offerings. (Editor's note: If 
you are interested in learning more about 
the Retail Opportunity Planning Matrix, 
please contact the authors. ) 

Implementation Requirements 
There are a number of success re­

quirements the retailer needs to meet in 
order to develop and implement an ef­
fective positioning strategy. They include: 
1. 	 A determination of the various con­

sumer market segments that com­
pose the marketplace in terms of 
demographic and psychographic (life­
style) characteristics. 

2. 	 A measurement of the importance of 
the positioning criteria to a given mar­
ket segment. 

3. 	 A measurement of how the retail enter­
prise and its competitors are perceived 
by the various consumer market seg­
ments on each of the positioning 
criteria. 

4. 	 A precise understanding and defini­
tion of competition, particularly in­
tertype forms of competition. 

5. 	 A commitment from senior man­
agement to allocate the resources and 
marketing effort required to establish 
the retail enterprise's unique position 
within those consumer segments 
representing attractive market op­
portunities. 
Clearly, if management succeeds in 

meeting these requirements, they are well 
on the way to positioning their retail enter­
prise for the 1980's and beyond. 

R. Eugene Klippel is Professor of Market­
ing at Seidman School ofBusiness. Timothy 
W. Sweeney is Associate Professor of Mar­
keting at Bucknell University. This article is 
an updated version of a presentation by the 
authors at the American Institute for Deci­
sion Sciences' National Conference in 1980. 
The authors would like to acknowledge the 
research assistance of Management Hori­
zons, Inc., Columbus, Ohio, in the prepara­

ronment. BusinessStrategy, Summer, 1983, pp. 78-81. tion of the original article. 
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