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Introduction

Welcome to the Albert’s Organic Comprehensive Training Manual. We hope that you �nd this compilation of informa-
tion on retailing organic produce both thorough and enjoyable, and we’re con�dent that this manual can serve as an 
excellent training guide for both produce experts and newbies alike.

This is the most comprehensive instructional material on retailing organic produce available. And while there is quite 
a bit to read, the return will be extremely rewarding and bene�cial to your produce department and everyone who is 
a part of your team. 

We hope you enjoy the journey and good luck with your organic produce sales!

Simcha Weinstein
Director of Marketing
Albert’s Organics



Some �ings to �ink About



What is Organic?
Organic farming is actually more popularly known for what it is not. Conventional agriculture is far more widespread, 

so let’s �rst take a look at the conventional process in order to better understand the di�erences that distinguish 

organic farming from other agricultural systems. Conventional growers use synthetic pesticides, fertilizers, genetically 

engineered organisms and growth enhancers to stimulate their soil and crops. Typically, the health of the soil is of 

secondary importance compared to gaining strong short-term crop yields. If the soil is found to be lacking or depleted 

in nutrients, synthetic fertilizers are added. Crops may be grown from genetically engineered seeds and pesticide or 

fungicide usage is allowed to control insects. Conventional farmers can also use manure without restrictions and are 

not required to keep records of their production practices.

Organic agriculture is a completely di�erent system from conventional farming. Over the years, organic farming has 

become de�ned very simply as a practice that does not use synthetic pesticides or conventional chemical fertilizers; 

but organic farming involves much more than this.

In December 2000, the National Organic Standards Board of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) established a 

national standard for the term "organic." Organic food must be produced without the use of synthetic fertilizers, herbi-

cides, pesticides, genetic engineering (biotechnology), growth hormones or irradiation. 

Organic farming is an ecologically based, systematic approach to food production that includes long-term planning 

and detailed record keeping. There are basically two de�nitions for organic - one is an ecological de�nition; the other 

a legal de�nition. Ecologically, organic farming can be de�ned as a system that maintains and enhances soil fertility, 

prevents soil erosion, promotes and enhances biological diversity, and minimizes risk to human and animal health and 

natural resources. Legally, since October 21, 2002 (when the National Organic Standards became law), all farms and 

handling operations selling organic agricultural products worth more than $5,000 a year must be certi�ed by a state 

or private agency accredited by the USDA. All products that bear an organic label or advertise organic ingredients 

must meet or exceed the regulatory standards established by the National Organic Program (NOP), regardless of the 

country of origin. Since 2002, organic certi�cation in the U.S. has taken place under the authority of the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the NOP, which accredits organic certifying agencies and oversees the regula-

tory process. 



Why Organic Foods Cost More
Perhaps the question that retailers of organic foods hear most often is "why do organic foods typically cost more than 
their conventional counterparts?" This is indeed a fair question and one that deserves an accurate and thoughtful 
answer. Typically, organic produce is priced 20-25% higher than conventional product at the retail level. Sometimes 
the di�erential can be as high as twice as much, and sometimes only pennies. Below is some information that you can 
use in your discussions when customers pose the question "why do organic foods cost more?”
 
- With the aid of chemical fertilizers conventional farmers can plant every acre of their farm with their highest grossing 
crops year in and year out. This method of farming is a major contributor to soil erosion. In contrast, organic farmers 
practice crop rotation, allowing the land to rest and rebuild. Rather than growing their cash crops routinely in the same 
�elds and depleting the soil, organic farmers plant “cover crops” instead that are ultimately plowed into the soil to 
improve the nutrients in the land. This strategy works to make the soil stronger and develops healthier crops, creating 
a more sustainable farming system. Financially, it means that in some years the organic farmer will sacri�ce a portion 
of their income that could be earned by maximizing every inch of their farmland with sellable product, for the bene�t 
of the soil and the environment. This commitment to sustainability makes the �nancial yield less for organic growers. 
If conventional farmers were also employing more sustainable farming methods their crops would cost more as well.
 
- Conventional farmers use chemical fertilizers and sewage sludge as additives to the soil. They are cheap to purchase 
and inexpensive to transport. Organic farmers, on the other hand, use compost and animal manure, which are bulkier 
and more expensive to ship. This too adds to the higher cost of production.
 
- Organic farming involves more administrative costs than conventional farming. Being certi�ed organic involves quite 
a bit of regular record keeping, detailing the strict records of their growing practices. Being certi�ed has its costs.
 
- Perhaps the biggest reason that organic food costs more than conventional food is farm subsidies. For example, in 
2009 U.S. farm subsidies topped 15.4 billion with only $15 million going to programs for organic and local foods. The 
gap is enormous.  That’s over one thousand times more money to conventional farming than to organic programs. 
Farm subsidies have cost taxpayers more than $245.2 billion since 1995, according to the Environmental Working 
Group. This regular practice of enormous subsidies to conventional farming has created an arti�cially low cost for 
much of our food that would surely go up signi�cantly in price (much closer to where organic food is) if the subsidies 
were not available.
 
In the process of educating your customers about the organic farming process, it is very important that they are made 
aware of the real cost of growing food conventionally. There is mounting evidence that if all of the indirect costs of 
conventional agricultural production over time, including clean up costs due to pesticides in our water and soil, loss of 
soil and medical costs due to illness from pesticides were factored in, organic foods would actually cost less.



Are Organic Foods Better for You,
and Do �ey Taste Better?

Most studies comparing the nutritional value of organically raised food to the nutritional value of the same food grown 
using conventional farming methods tend to conclude that there is really no di�erence in the nutritional content between 
organic and conventional foods. The idea that organic foods taste better has seen a similar outcome.  Most studies seem 
to indicate that it’s really not possible to determine an organic food from a conventional food simply by how it tastes. But, 
let’s explore the nutritional and �avor debate between organic and conventional foods a little further.

Nutritional Value
The majority of studies claim no di�erence in the nutritional content of organic food from conventional food. Keep in mind 
that the methodology for all of these studies looks at the nutrients contained in the food - vitamins, minerals, proteins, etc. 
No external inputs to the growing process are considered meaning the studies fail to consider a rather signi�cant variable, 
which is that the conventional product has been subjected to chemical fertilizer and pesticide use throughout its growing 
cycle. Technically, this is not considered part of the nutritional content of the food, however, in the minds of consumers 
when it is reported that organic and conventionally raised foods have the same nutritional value, what that implies, and 
what the consumer hears, is that one is no more healthy than the other. That’s just how messaging works. 

Not to consider the input of chemical fertilizers and pesticides as part of the study is like comparing the nutritional value 
of a crab that was just caught o� the Gulf Coast (a week after the 2010 BP oil spill) to a crab caught o� the shores of Mary-
land. The actual nutrients and vitamins may still stack up pretty well side-by-side in a study, but the Gulf Coast crab has 
been doused with petroleum and dispersants. To ignore this as part of the nutritional value (or measure of health) of the 
crabs would be a considerable and detrimental oversight. If you factor in the use of chemical fertilizers, pesticides, 
hormones and antibiotics as part of the equation, organically grown food will come out as more nutritious and more 
healthful every time.

Flavor
There has really been no formal research conducted to prove or disprove whether or not organic foods taste better than 
conventional foods, however, there is some pretty strong anecdotal evidence favoring the �avor of organic foods. Many 
food experts and chefs actually do believe that organic foods tend to taste better. The food experts give credit to the soil 
care practiced by organic farmers. Strong nourishment of the soil leads to well-nourished plants, which in turns yields food 
with a high nutritional content and optimal �avor. It does indeed make sense. The National Restaurant Association 
conducted a survey and their �ndings support the idea that organic foods taste better. In the survey, 50% of restaurants 
with a per-person dinner check of $25 or more o�er organic items on their menus.

While it may be challenging to �nd hard data supporting the claims that organic foods rate higher in both nutrition and 
�avor compared to their conventional counterparts, there is still strong evidence to support the idea that the healthiest 

and most �avorful food choices are those that are raised using organic farming methods.



Genetically Modi�ed Food
Genetically modi�ed (GM) food is currently one of the most controversial practices within our agricultural system. Very simply put, genetic 
modi�cation involves taking genes from one species and inserting them into another. For example, genes from an arctic �ounder (which 
obviously are resistant to cold temperatures) may be spliced into a tomato to prevent frost damage, allowing yields later into the season. This 
type of modi�cation is quite di�erent from traditional breeding techniques. Traditional breeding typically occurs within the established 
boundaries of nature. For example, tomatoes may cross-pollinate with other tomatoes, but not with rice, or with �ounder. Pigs will mate with 
other pigs, but not with cows.  Genetic modi�cation splices genes between unrelated species that would never crossbreed in nature. Natural 
reproduction or breeding can only occur between closely related forms of life. So, why do this? The main arguments in favor point to increased 
crop yields (ability to feed the world) and a reduction in the use of insecticides and pesticides. If true, and it were that clean and simple, then 
genetically modi�ed food would indeed be the next great thing. But there are many questions and concerns surrounding the process.

Foremost among the concerns is safety. Are genetically modi�ed foods safe? In 30 other countries around the world, including Australia, Japan, 
and all of the countries in the European Union, there are signi�cant restrictions or outright bans on the production of genetically modi�ed 
foods because they have not been thoroughly tested or proven to be safe. In the United States, FDA approval of commercial production of 
genetically modi�ed crops is mostly based on studies conducted by the companies who created them and pro�t from their sale. As long as 
genetically modi�ed foods are not properly tested for human safety before they are released for sale, there will be a cloud of uncertainty and 
skepticism surrounding this process. The main reply to the challenge that genetically modi�ed organisms (GMO) are not safe is that “people 
have been eating GM foods in the United States and other countries for more than ten years without any problems” and this proves therefore, 
that the products are safe. But genetically modi�ed foods are not labeled in the US and other countries where they are consumed, making it 
impossible to monitor for health e�ects. The current labeling policy for GM foods as put forth by the FDA requires labeling of GM foods if the 
food has a signi�cantly di�erent nutritional property; if a new food includes an allergen that consumers would not expect to be present (e.g., 
a peanut protein in a soybean product); or if a food contains a toxicant beyond acceptable limits. Mandatory labeling of GM foods in the United 
States has been proposed and bills requiring mandatory labeling have been introduced in Congress, but as of today, nothing is o�cially 
required. 

Potential harmful e�ects may not be identi�ed based on consumer response so far, because the impact from GMO’s could be long-term and 
beyond the reach of the anecdotal evidence we have so far. It just seems obvious that when we are doing anything that signi�cantly alters how 
we raise our food, we should, at the very least, be certain about the safety of what we are doing. Not so with genetically engineered food.

Last year, 71 percent of all genetically modi�ed crops grown were engineered to be herbicide resistant. In these cases a �eld can now be 
sprayed with chemicals and everything will die except for the resistant crop. With non-GMO crops less herbicides were actually used because 
the farmers could not just blindly apply across their entire crops. The application had to be precise and limited to avoid actually killing the 
primary crops. With herbicide-resistant GMO crops, herbicides can be applied liberally, even directly contacting the actual crop, without any 
visible harm coming to the plant. So, even though GMO crops are promoted as using less pesticides and herbicides, in fact, they actually use 
more.

A frequently claimed bene�t from the potential of genetically engineered food is that it has the capacity to feed the world. By splicing foods 
with the right gene, we could even grow food in the desert goes the theory. Most agriculture and food experts agree, the root cause of hunger 
is not a lack of food, but a lack of access to food. Poor countries and communities lack the funds to buy food and the land on which to grow it. 
Hunger is a social and economic problem that genetic engineering does not and cannot address. Growing food in the desert will not solve this 
problem.

Actually, genetically modi�ed crops have been of very little bene�t to farming conditions in poor countries. The companies who make the 
genetically modi�ed seeds are the ones who own the rights to the technology. These biotech companies (based in Europe and the United 
States) require farmers to sign agreements when they buy their seeds that prohibit the farmers from saving and replanting the seeds. They are 
forced to buy new seeds each year from the biotech companies. This level of expense makes it prohibitive for smaller and poorer countries to 
grow this food.

According to the USDA, in 2009, 93% of soy, 93% of cotton, 86% of corn, and over 90% of canola grown 
in the U.S. were GMO. There are also commercially produced genetically modi�ed varieties of sugar 

beets, squash and Hawaiian Papaya. It is estimated that GMO’s are now present in more than 
80% of packaged products in the average U.S. or Canadian grocery store. So what 

can you do? Eat organic! Organic agriculture prohibits the use of 
Genetically Modi�ed Organisms.



It All Begins with a Vision
Most important in any produce department - going beyond pricing, operations, scheduling, all the day-in-day-out 
tasks - is having a vision that everyone on the team can not only understand, but can reach towards everyday they 
show up for work.

What is it that you really sell in your organic produce section? Is it simply organic fruits and vegetables? Because, if 
that’s your bottom line, then how can you di�erentiate yourself from every other store? Your vision is not about the 
product you sell - it’s about the concepts and the principals your company stands for.

Food is just the tangible evidence of your larger mission. Understanding that mission; understanding that vision is 
what makes your department work, well above executing all of your operations �awlessly.

As a retailer of organic fresh foods, you are part of something truly special. Every day, you are changing the way 
people eat, and sometimes it’s done one apple at a time, or one piece of garlic at a time; but by selling and promoting 
organic produce, you are making a di�erence. 

If you want to get everyone in your department excited about their job - help them to see and understand the larger 
vision. How we approach our work is what really matters on the job, and in produce, you can either see the job as 
unloading trucks, putting away food, setting up the rack, and providing a little customer service . . . or, you can see your 
job as helping to change the way people eat, and in that way, you really are changing the world. It’s not di�cult to see 
which of these perspectives is more exciting, more motivating, more compelling, and more inspiring.

Now, let’s get to work . . .  



Some �ings to Do



Product Selection
The key to good product selection is not necessarily having the broadest mix of products, but rather having the right 

products for the size of your department. Greater product mix does not always equate to greater sales. Quite often, 

you can increase your sales by making your broccoli display larger (for example) rather than adding 5 new specialty 

items.

It is important that you have all of the primary products available with great consistency. Make sure that your key 

items have enough space for an adequate size display. If you do decide that your department will be the one that 

carries every item available from kohlrabi to cactus leaves, then it is important that you are consistent with these 

items. Keep in mind that the amount of ordering and inventory time taken with these products, coupled with the 

retail space that they use, may not make sense for your particular produce section. If you have a very large space, with 

plenty of room for as many products as you like, then by all means, have as diverse and as experimental a produce 

section as you like.

If space is an issue, then you can still have an amazing variety of product - you just have to be smarter about how you 

approach your product mix. As an example, rather than having 6 di�erent varieties of hot peppers, you have one. 

Rather than having 12 di�erent apple varieties, you have six. You are still providing your shoppers with a great selec-

tion of produce, but also allowing enough retail space to make it both easy for your customers to recognize and shop 

for the product, as well as easier for your crew to merchandise and restock the shelves.

Recognizing the culture of your community is important. If you live in area, for example, with a population that tends 

to consume large amounts of napa cabbage and bok choy, then you may have a much larger display of these items 

than perhaps other stores might need. You may also typically carry some specialty items that may never sell well in 

other stores. Watch your customers, listen to them, and pay attention to what they buy. They will always be your best 

source and guidance for whether or not to add a speci�c new product to your mix.



Ordering: Best Practices
Critical to the success of any Produce Department is an e�ective system of ordering.  Avoid falling into the pattern of 
placing your orders just before the end of your shift - feeling hurried and rushed to get it done. Taking ample time and 
having an inventory and ordering system in place is the key. The two biggest pitfalls in ordering are over-ordering and 
under-ordering on speci�c items. It’s imperative that you have the balance - always having available product without 
having so much on hand that you su�er loss.  It’s important that your ordering system deliver on the three critical 
components that are necessary for any successful ordering process: 1) How much of an item do you have on hand  2) 
How much of the item do you typically sell, and 3) How much of the item do you need to order. So let’s take a closer 
look at these components:

1) How much of an item do you have on hand - this is an easy one. It simply involves counting - doing an accurate 
inventory. Ordering food also means inventorying your product. This shouldn’t be a guess or an estimate. If you want 
your order to be accurate - do the basic work of counting. For the purposes of ordering it’s best to just count your prod-
uct that is not on display. Count what you have in backstock. You want to be mindful of what you have on display and 
how much of it you have, but you must have at least a display’s worth of product on hand at any time to properly 
service your customers with product. The goal should always be to never run out of any item. If you know that your 
delivery truck always arrives with your order at 9:30 am, the tendency is to order enough produce to get you through 
the morning. This strategy can easily back�re and you end up with holes in your produce display and missing product 
for your shoppers. Always order past the time frame from when your product is due to arrive. In the above example, 
you should be thinking therefore, to have enough produce on hand to make it through the entire day. This will not 
leave you with any shrink, but will ensure that you have enough produce to service your customers in case the truck 
arrives late, or a bit more product sold the day before than was expected. In the long run under-ordering can cost you 
more than over ordering. Not that either is good, but if you over-order, you tend to lose product; if you under-order 
you tend to eventually lose customers. Balance is the key, and having systems and taking your time with the ordering 
process will help ensure success.
 
2) How much of an item do we typically sell - this is the key statistic that makes an ordering system work! If you keep 
up with movement reports, order histories and records, register tapes, and any ordering records that can help you to 
order accurately and use them regularly, you should have a pretty accurate idea of how much of each item you sell. You 
can even break it down so you know how many bananas (or any item for that matter) you sell at the beginning of the 
week vs. the end of the week. Using your reports and analysis is the key to having accurate baseline numbers for how 
much product to order.  Know what is actually selling.

3) How much of an item do we need to order - Once you have the data from the �rst two - understanding your inven-
tory on hand and how much you typically sell, ordering becomes the easiest part of the process. It’s just basic math. If 
you sell 8 cases of tangerines each week, and you have 3 on hand, then you’ll need 5 cases for the week.  If you are 

ordering 4 cases of radicchio a week, but the register tapes show that only 2 cases are 
actually selling (even though 4 cases are disappearing each week), then ordering 4 

cases is not the best strategy. 



Receiving: Best Practices
So, once your order is complete and the product ships, it’s time to receive your product. Receiving is a little more 
complicated and a little more sophisticated than it may seem at �rst blush. There are 3 key aspects involved in good 
product receiving:

1) Make sure you received the product you ordered. I know this seems obvious, but it’s good to have 2 checklists 
going when you’re receiving your product. One should be your actual order. You want to make sure that you are receiv-
ing the product you were expecting, in case something came up short, so you know what products you might need to 
scramble for to complete your product set. The other checklist is the invoice or bill of lading that came with the prod-
uct. Matching to this checklist insures that you received the product that the shipper thought they sent. Once these 
checklists have been reconciled it’s on to the next step.

2) Make sure you receive good quality product. It’s important to make sure that all product you receive is accept-
able to your standards and to produce industry standards. The best method for doing this is spot checking. If you are 
receiving three pallets of product, for example, there is no way that a driver can hang around while you go through 
every box of product - that’s not how inspection works. But let’s say that you ordered 10 cases of Valencia Oranges as 
part of your order, and you want to make sure the quality is there, you then take a look at a couple of cases (spot check-
ing) for quality inspection. If you actually ordered an entire pallet of the same product, then a good inspection strategy 
is to check a box from the top of the pallet, one from the middle, and one from the bottom. Keep in mind that you 
typically have 24 hours from receiving time to make a claim, so every box does not need to be thoroughly inspected 
at the dock before the truck leaves. Time just doesn’t allow for that in the real world of produce delivery. Your inspec-
tion process can continue once you have brought your product inside.

3) Keep a tight cold chain while unloading your food. This is so important! Not every operation has refrigerated 
receiving areas, as this is optimal, but it’s important that when receiving your order the food spends as little time 
outside of refrigeration or proper storage as possible. On a nice hot August day, a pallet of produce even sitting outside 
of proper refrigeration for 10 or 15 minutes can create problems for the lifespan of your product. If you are going to 
spend some time matching your product to the bill and then inspecting it, do these activities in the cooler. Sure, it may 
be a little cramped (and a little cold), but it’s de�nitely what’s best for your product.



Storing Your Product
As was mentioned under “Receiving” getting the product into refrigerated storage as quickly as possible once o� the 
truck is imperative. This type of hustle can actually add days of shelf life to your product! Above all else, the most 
important aspect of storing your product is rotation - newer product on the bottom and older product on the top. Just 
to ensure the e�ectiveness of your rotation system, it’s good to date everything, so just in case that there are two stacks 
of broccoli side by side, it’s still clear which is the older vs. newer product based on the dates. The dates should be 
written directly onto the box using a grease pen or marker. There are exceptions to the rule: newer product on the 
bottom and older product on top. Take the example of peaches. Imagine that the previous batch of peaches that 
arrived on Monday were very �rm and slow to ripen. The batch that just came in on Wednesday is actually softer and 
riper than Monday’s batch. In this case you would actually not rotate the peaches to ensure that the riper ones (which 
just arrived) go out �rst. Always check and inspect your product, and then rotate based on what you see. Rotation is 
especially important with organic items, many of which are “hand raised” and harvested close to the peak of ripeness 
for maximum �avor.

When your produce department carries both organic and conventional product, your storage facility gets a little more 
complicated. If, for example you have 6 boxes of broccoli in storage (3 of them conventional and 3 organic) and you’re 
wanting to save space by stacking them all together, the only acceptable way this can be done is by having the 3 
conventional boxes on the bottom and the 3 organic boxes on the top. If the conventional boxes were on top of the 
organic boxes, then the gradually melting and leaking of ice onto the organic product would violate the rules put forth 
by the USDA as written in the National Organic Standards. If possible, it’s best to keep organic and conventional prod-
ucts as separate as possible while in storage.



Prepping Wet Rack Vegetables
Prepping your product is vital not only for the beautiful appearance that it lends to the items, but also for the added shelf 
life that is gained. The requirements for prepping organic produce are listed below, but �rst; once fresh produce is 
harvested, the primary ingredient that becomes its life force is water. For most vegetable items, prepping involves 
maximizing the opportunity for water to enter the product and remain within its system for as long as possible. This 
means using tepid water when prepping to open the plant cells to “drink” and cold water in the rack to keep them closed 
for maximum shelf life. In this regard, there are 6 items/categories of produce that are best served by regular prepping:

Leaf Lettuces: Lettuces (as well as all greens) do best being prepped in tepid water. The �rst step is to trim the butt-end 
of the lettuce and peel o� any outer leaves that are not acceptable. Once this is completed, the lettuce is banded with a 
twist tie or plastic tape made for this purpose and submerged in a sink of water. It is extremely important to band the 
lettuce before placing it into the water otherwise, if the lettuce is banded after hydration, moisture will be trapped into 
the center of the head, which will cause rotting. Once the lettuce is taken out of the sink, turn it with the butt-end up on 
your drying tray so the water drains out from the core of the lettuce. Again, this will prevent interior rotting.

Bunched Greens (Kale, Collards, Chards, etc):  By snipping clean the stem ends of these greens and lightly soaking 
them in water, they will not only look great, but will be much crisper. As with the lettuces they should be set to drain with 
the stem ends up.

Celery:  Both ends of celery need prepping and soaking. The butt-end is snipped clean, and the tops are lightly trimmed 
for an even look. To keep the tops from breaking, rubber banding them towards the top is recommended. As with the 
lettuce, band them before soaking to prevent interior rotting.

Broccoli:  Although broccoli does not need to be soaked as part of the prepping process, trimming the ends of the stalks 
will provide a very clean look as well as help to keep them hydrated through out the day as they are misted. The broccoli 
will literally drink the water through the snipped ends.

Loose Carrots:  It always helps carrots to be hydrated. When you open a 25 lb bag of carrots, simply put them all in the 
sink for a bit and allow them to soak in tepid water. Some of the carrots will actually need a little snipping on the ends 
where the greens were attached. This will typically show up as a brown “nub”. No need to slice it o� and take a portion of 
the carrot with it. You can just slightly graze it o� for a cleaner look.

Corn: Although corn does not need hydration as part of the prepping process, prepped corn can look dramatically 
better than corn that is simply placed on the rack directly out of the crate. Snipping the bottom end that was originally 
attached to the stalk is the �rst step. Then to clean up the top end with the tassels, you need to trim the loose greens and 
tassels with scissors. This gives a more precise and cleaner e�ect. Once the corn is prepped and on the rack it is �ne for it 
to get an occasional light misting to prevent the husks from drying out.

When your produce department carries both conventional and organic product, the best prepping solution is to have 
two prep sinks - one that is used exclusively for conventional product and one that is used exclusively for organic 
product. If a shared sink is all that is available, make sure and prep your organic items in the sink �rst. After prepping your 

conventional items, make sure to clean the sink with cleaners that have been recommended and 
approved through the National Organic Standards.



Specials: Enhancing Your Price Image
Pricing your product is one of the most critical aspects in the job of any organic produce manager. Quite often we get 
into a pricing �ow - we know our target margin, we know where we need to price in order to achieve our margin, and 
then we simply create a formula that works for each item. The danger with this type of pricing work�ow (which is very 
widely followed) is it does not account for the subjective elements of pricing. Even though setting the prices may 
appear to be a very mathematical and objective procedure, in its �nest hour e�ective pricing requires a good bit of 
analysis and introspection. The primary objective when you price your food is to create a price that allows your 
company to create pro�t and at the same time that creates a perception in the mind of your customers that you are a 
good and fair organization. This is a very delicate balance to straddle, and yet, what must be ever present in your 
awareness every time you sit down to price your product. 

The key to creating a positive price image is to run regular specials and features. This is critical for the success of your 
department! To create a positive price image, you cannot simply lower your prices and not worry about your margin. 
Neither your job nor your store's future would last very long. The best way to create an e�ective price image is to think 
like your customers. Most shoppers will only remember the prices of a few key items, and these items become the basis 
on how you are judged - good prices or too expensive. An excellent strategy for getting great items at excellent prices 
in front of your customers is to have regular items on special. You should have at least 4-5 items running per week. I 
wouldn’t necessarily recommend changing out the specials every week. Let them run for 2 weeks. This gives most all 
of your customers an opportunity to experience and take advantage of the promotion. 

It’s also important to select items that are popular and in season. This can help drive your store as a destination point 
for great pricing on organic produce. When pricing for a special, don’t just back o� a little bit from the original price. 
You must truly live up to the hype of the word “special”. If you want your special to be e�ective, then make your price 
memorable for your shoppers. That’s what creates your price image. Making sure that your specials are presented in 
key locations within the department, with large displays and the signage is up and with the appropriate items, is a near 
guarantee to help your overall price image. Having signage to accompany your specials is important. If you simply 
change the price and keep the display size the same, you can’t expect dynamic results. How well you execute will 
determine the success of your specials . . . which in turn will help determine the success of your price image.



Pricing:  Achieving Your Margin
While being a math wizard is not necessarily a criterion for being a good produce manager, having a basic understand-
ing of pricing formulas is necessary. No matter how much you excel in other areas of produce management, ultimately 
your performance evaluation boils down to the pro�tability of your department. Key to the success of any produce 
section is achieving or exceeding your target margin. If you are not making money on the product you sell, your 
business is ultimately in trouble. A variety of factors are usually considered when there is a margin problem: rotation, 
ordering, size of displays, etc., but typically at play in a margin crisis is pricing. To �x a margin problem, you simply don’t 
raise prices - that would be a disastrous formula. What you do examine is to make sure that you are pricing correctly. 
Here a few recommendations for ensuring good pricing habits:

Understand What Margin Is: The �rst step is to understand the concept of margin - to know the theory. By de�nition 
margin is the di�erence between the cost of goods (including shrink) and the selling price of an item. When expressed 
as a percentage, it is the margin revenue divided by the sales revenue. In other words, it is the gross pro�t of the item 
sold. If for example, a 50 lb. sack of potatoes cost $10.00 and you achieve $15.00 in sales from it, then your margin is 
$5.00, or as a percentage, 33%.

Margin vs Mark-Up: Unfortunately margin is often confused with mark-up. When an item is being priced there is a 
tendency to de�ne the process as “marking up” an item. This can easily lead to serious pricing issues. When you mark-
up an item you multiply the price of the item by whatever percentage you want to achieve. So, in the example above, 
if we want to mark-up the $10.00 item by 33% we will realize a price of $13.33. Even though the item was marked up 
by 33%, the actual margin on an item that costs $10.00 and sells for $13.33 is only 25%. Unfortunately, by marking a 
product up by 33%, it is easy to believe that you are realizing a 33% margin when in fact, the result is much less.

How to Price for Margin (an example): 
1.) Determine margin objective        33%
2.) Convert to a decimal                        .33
3.) Subtract from 1.00 (answer is called a “reciprocal”)                   .67
4.) Find cost         $1.25 lb.
5.) Divide cost by reciprocal ($10.00/.67)             $1.87 lb.
6.) Round up to price point       $1.89 lb.

This may seem a bit complicated at �rst, but it works every time and will soon become second nature as part of your 
pricing strategy.

Accurate pricing does not guarantee that you will always achieve your target margin. There are many factors that all 
work together to accomplish this end. One thing is very certain: if you are pricing your product below the margin you 

are trying to achieve, there is absolutely no way possible that you can achieve your margin. Price 
accurately and perform your operational tasks smartly and you will typically have no 

problems hitting the bull's-eye of your target margin.



Product Rotation
Rotating all the product in your department can seem like a daunting task, particularly if you are under the impression 
that it all needs to happen every day. The good news is that not every item needs to be rotated each day. Some items 
de�nitely do - but others only need rotation once a week. The key to ensuring that all of your product gets rotated in 
a timely manner is to have a system in place. Here are some recommendations for setting up a rotation system:

Create A Rotation Schedule: The key to the system will be to create a schedule. The best way to devise a schedule is 
to break your department down into di�erent categories:

Wet Rack (this includes all refrigerated vegetables):  Ideally, if your storage cooler space permits, the best rotation 
for the wet rack is to take down every item every night and pack it up in your storage cooler. This way when you begin 
your setup each day, the cooler is a blank slate and every item can easily be rotated. If storage space does not permit 
this clean set up then it is still imperative to rotate every item daily. The easiest strategy is to take down several rows of 
product from the rack and then begin rearranging product into the empty spaces. Whichever way you are able to do 
it, the key is that the wet rack vegetables and specialty items must get completely rotated every day!

Apples, Pears, and Citrus: These items are much hardier than the wet rack vegetables and need only to be completely 
rotated every third day. A complete rotation involves taking each item completely o� the table/rack and putting new 
product on the bottom with the older, culled product that is still in sellable condition going on top. Even though you 
are only rotating these items completely every third day, it does not mean that you do not keep the displays full, neat 
and well culled. 

Potatoes, Onions, Garlic, Hard Squash: The true hardware of the department, these items need only be completely 
rotated every �fth day. But again, culling should happen on a daily basis.

Tomatoes and Bananas: These delicate items should always be completely rotated every day.

Soft Fruit and Melons: These Summertime treats will also need a daily complete rotation.

It may seem overwhelming to think of how to coordinate getting this volume of work done and still stay within the 
guidelines of your payroll budget. The key is to get everyone involved. Too often in produce we leave all of the set up 
work to the morning crew. An excellent strategy is to have key people (who are talented merchandisers and very self 
motivated) working at night. During the slower evening/night hours they can get a lot of rotation done before the 
morning crew ever arrives. Your challenge as the leader of the department is to �nd the balance and match between 
the scheduling of your personnel and the scheduling of your product rotation.

Without a rotation schedule it is almost a guarantee that consistent rotation will not occur. If rotation does not occur 
regularly, not only will you have issues with shrink, but, most likely you will have product on the rack that is not suitable 
for your customers. Typically, allotting the labor resources to enhance your margin as well as the quality standards of 

your department is a strategy that will be well rewarded.



Sampling Your Food
We put so much energy into creating the “perfect” organic produce department for our customers - a clean and friendly 
environment, beautifully merchandised product, a well-educated and informed sta� and a product selection that is second 
to none. You would think that such an e�ort would guarantee superb sales, however, all of those e�orts may still not provide 
a reason for customers to come into your store - they want the best tasting food. No matter how great it looks, how nicely it 
is displayed, or how friendly you may be, none of that guarantees that your peaches will eat well. And let’s face it, that is 
ultimately why people buy food, for the �avor! There is only one way to truly let customers know how your product tastes - 
you must sample it! No matter how eloquently you may describe the �avor of a sweet, juicy organic pear, it cannot take the 
place of an actual piece in your mouth. Sampling is the ultimate test for the quality of the food that you sell. 

Here are some key points to keep in mind as you set up a sampling program:

Sample the Food Yourself:  This is critical. Make sure that on a daily basis you and your sta� have tried the key seasonal and 
popular items. It is di�cult to promote �avor if you have no idea how it tastes. If you sampled the Bartlett pears earlier in the 
day and you notice a shopper investigating the pear display, you can con�dently go up to them and endorse the fruit based 
on you own experience. Customers love to hear that you tried one earlier and that they are at their perfect stage of ripeness.

Be Informed About Your Product:  You can help your customers by not only providing them with samples, but by being 
knowledgeable about the very food they are eating. For example, it’s Tuesday morning and you have just cut into a peach 
for a customer. They are ecstatic about the �avor of this fruit, and realizing that they will be having company over Friday 
evening, they want to make sure that you will have great tasting peaches for when they return to shop on Friday. By being 
familiar with your inventory, you know that these peaches just came in today and that you will have the same batch of 
peaches through Saturday. You can comfortably let the shopper know that their needs will be well supported when they 
come back on Friday. Make sure that your sta� has this type of information about all of the products that they have tasted. 
All sta� members should know where the product is from, how to assess when it is ripe, and how long it can last in good 
edible condition in a customer’s own refrigerator.

Pay Attention to Your Customers:  While some shoppers will actually come up to you and ask for a sample of a particular 
item, most won’t. It doesn’t mean that they aren’t interested; it typically means that they don’t realize that such an option is 
available to them. Catch your customers in the act of needing a sample. For example, you notice a shopper at the apple 
display who appears to be going back and forth between the Galas and Gold Delicious. Their internal dialogue may be going 
something like this, “I need a sweet apple, but which has the best �avor?” At that moment, approaching the customer and 
asking if they would like to sample both apples is the pinnacle of customer service. Watch the people who are shopping your 
department and o�er them food.

Sampling gives your customers what they ultimately came for - to �nd out how tasty your food is. Don’t be shy about this. 
As a matter of fact, it’s best to be assertive with your sampling program. Not only does sampling give your shoppers an 
opportunity to �rst hand know how your food tastes, but it also tends to stimulate their hunger a bit, and there is nothing 

better than having a hungry shopper in your department. Sampling also generates more impulse sales than 
any other selling method. If buying 4 peaches was on the shopping list, but after tasting 

the fruit the customer decided that this was the best peach they have had all season, 
they could easily double or triple their intended purchase. Share your food and 

delight your customers!



Department Rests
Every now and then it’s good to rearrange your department and just shake things up a bit. It’s easy for your customers to 
become creatures of habit. They know exactly where the di�erent items are located that they frequently buy, and it’s as if they 
stop paying attention to the entirety of your department while in route to the items on their lists. Re-shu�ing the deck a bit, 
if you will, will force your shoppers to develop new routes to their favorite products, and along the way they are more likely 
to notice new items as well as seasonal impulse items that might have been overlooked otherwise. 

Another good reason for rearranging the department is to feature and promote the seasonal items that are hot tickets! There 
are at least three times a year when the fruit tables should be reset in order to promote the seasonal items for that particular 
time of year: apple and pear season, citrus season, and summer soft fruit season. When each of these di�erent categories are 
in full swing it is vital to the overall merchandising success of your department that these items are the �rst hit that any 
customer receives when they enter your department. These are the items that should be aggressively sampled, and these are 
the items that should be bursting o� the rack as shoppers walk in! Here are some ideas for how to make these key reset times 
of the year be successful.

Apples and Pears:  This reset should occur as soon as new crop apples are back in swing. The phrase “new crop” has no stron-
ger meaning than when applied to apples. We have become so accustomed to year round apples, and even most shoppers 
are aware that they are eating 9 month old apples by summer, that the new season is very welcomed in the world of produce. 
Take advantage of the nice contrasting colors of red and green to create a wonderful autumn set. As soon as shoppers enter 
your department the very �rst thing they should see is apples and pears. This display should be so compelling that it is nearly 
impossible to imagine how someone could walk in and not place at least a few pieces of autumn fruit in their shopping cart. 
To go along with your dynamic display a nice banner overhead that reads “NEW CROP ORGANIC APPLES AND PEARS” will 
go along way towards generating excitement about the autumn season. Make sure that you are familiar with all the varieties 
of apples and pears that you carry. Your team should know which apples are crunchy, which apples cook well, which apples 
are tart, and which ones are sweet. With pears, everyone should be trained on how tell when a pear is ripe and ready to eat.

Citrus:  As with apples, this reset should occur when citrus season hits its stride in late Autumn. As bright colored and beauti-
ful as citrus fruits are, ironically when they are all displayed together with no other items in between, the display does not 
work. There is not enough color di�erence in the yellows and oranges to give the color contrast that is needed to really make 
a fruit display work. A very nice technique to use for this set is to alternate rows of apples and citrus. Even though citrus is 
coming on, apples are still extremely popular and not coming out of storage yet. In addition, the color breaks work beautifully. 
The deep color of a red delicious apple next to the brilliant hue of a navel orange is stunning. The combinations of reds, 
greens, oranges and yellows will make for a very exciting merchandising e�ort. Change out your overhead banner to read 
“NEW CROP ORGANIC CITRUS”.

Summer Fruits:  There is nothing like the summer reset - moving those luscious fruits to center stage. As soon as the 
customer walks into the store they are bombarded with a plethora of sweet smells coming from the likes of peaches, melons, 
cherries and more. Having these fruits visible �rst thing to your shoppers allows you to go much larger than usual with your 
display-making on these items. Color breaks are crucial with the soft fruit selection. If your peaches, nectarines and red plums 
are all side by side, it tends to create a blur of red color that makes it di�cult to di�erentiate the product. Remember, crisp 
color breaks are not only e�ective as a visual enhancement, but also from a practical perspective they help customers to 
better be able to �nd the products that they wish to buy.

One of the most challenging times of year for knowing what to do with your front fruit tables is early spring. Even though the 
weather is getting nice and winter is passing, there is not yet the excitement in fresh fruit available for a complete reset. Often 
what works well on the front tables during this time is to simply create a beautiful and dynamic display using your most popu-
lar items - bananas and tomatoes. A nice tropical display (with bananas as the centerpiece) coupled with a strong tomato 

display will have shoppers putting items into their carts the moment they walk through the door.

To summarize, seasonal fruit resets add sizzle to any produce department especially 
when they are done with an artistic eye for color breaks.



Basic Displaymaking Tips
Creative, beautiful, dynamic and e�ective display-making is imperative for a successful organic produce department. While 
everyone seems to agree that display-making is important, it will often fall short of excellence in many produce departments. 
Here are a few key points to keep in mind as you regularly set your department.

Be Completely Set Up When Your Store Opens Each Morning: This is critical! No matter how gorgeous and tight your 
displays look, if they are all not ready by the opening bell, your department will not look well merchandised. Rather than put 
all of the set up pressure on your morning crew, allocate most of the dry rack set up to your evening people. Too often the 
night shift is thought of as merely a maintenance crew. In many ways they should be your most valuable set up team - taking 
advantage of the slower evening/night hours to set the department for the morning.

Wet Rack Set: Your wet rack (refrigerated case) set should typically lead o� with items that are very popular and rather 
inexpensive. The goal is to get your shoppers putting product into their carts as early in their shopping experience as 
possible. The sooner they are taking produce o� the rack once they enter your department, the better. A strategy that is 
sometimes used is to place more obscure specialty produce as the lead-o� items, thinking that by having them �rst they 
might catch the shopper’s eye, and certainly won’t get overlooked. It is true, if they are placed in the lead-o� spot, they will 
indeed get noticed. The pitfall is that the high prices will be noticed as well. It is very important to have items like cabbage and 
carrots near the beginning of your set to create an early price image that is moderate and reasonable. During the peak of their 
seasons, there are often a few organic items that are priced at, or very close to conventional. These should lead.

Think in terms of groups with your wet rack set. Lettuce and salad vegetables go together and cooking or stir-fry vegetables 
like eggplant, zucchini, bell peppers, etc. work well together in a set. The more your set �ows in favor of your customer, the 
more produce you will sell. When setting your rack, it’s actually best not to think like a produce merchandiser or produce 
expert; it’s best to think like a shopper!

Don’t always place the same items in the same place on the rack. If your customers get too used to going immediately to the 
same place for the items they need, they may not explore your department enough to see new items. By mixing up the 
display your shoppers can’t get too comfortable being creatures of habit as they shop. A healthy alertness to where certain 
items are located can be very helpful in generating impulse sales.

Dry Fruit Rack Set: Typically the �rst thing that shoppers see when they enter a produce department is the dry/fruit set. With 
that being the case, whatever your customers �rst see when they enter the department will set the tone for their entire 
produce shopping experience. The goal therefore should be to completely blow away your customers. The �rst thing they 
should see when entering the department is a dry table that screams with the best of the season’s colors and �avors. If it’s 
autumn they should see a beautiful array of apples and pears; if it’s winter the table should abound with citrus fruit, and if it’s 
summertime, the soft fruit explosion should be simply overwhelming.

Onions and Potatoes: Most produce sections relegate the potato and onion display to the backside of the last table in the 
department. Also, it is pretty rare that you see this area completely set up and ready to go by opening time. For some reason, 
this section has become the step-child of the produce department - often overlooked and easy to put o� when it comes to 
display-making and rotation. The best way to think of this section is that your department will only look as good as your weak-
est display. Nine out of ten produce departments will admit that their potato and onion section is their weakest display. Bring-
ing creativity, excellence and beauty to this section of your department will enhance your overall look tremendously. Keep in 

mind that most potatoes and onions are low cost/high margin items. The more attractive their presence is, and the 
better they sell - the more pro�t they will contribute to your produce department.



Using Signage E�ectively
There is no doubt that signage can be very e�ective in establishing the merchandising tone of a produce department. This is 
especially true for your organic section where you need a prominent sign to locate the section. Most likely we have all experi-
enced how colorful and dynamic point of purchase materials, as well as featured item signage, can be a very crucial element 
in creating exciting displays. In many ways e�ective and creative signage is what actually sells the product. To examine how 
we can use signage more creatively and e�ectively here are three strategies for furthering the merchandising e�orts within 
your produce department:

1) Using Signage to Sell Groups of Items - As our display-making skills evolve we realize that we are never just creating a 
display to sell one item. Each produce item should help sell the item that sits right next to it. For example, let's say that you 
had the idea to display your tomatoes, avocados and lemons together (not just because of the beautiful color combination, 
but because these are three of the primary ingredients in guacamole). Ideally each of these items can help sell the other. Even 
though it may seem very obvious to us what the theme is with this display, we cannot assume that this will automatically be 
apparent to the customer.  It's not that our shoppers aren't alert individuals, but rather, they are typically occupied with their 
day and thinking about other things besides our merchandising intent. To truly make this display work, it needs a sign that 
will make the three items: tomatoes, avocados, and lemons work together conveying our intent to the customer. Something 
as simple as a large overhanging sign that reads "GUACAMOLE FIXINS" can be extremely e�ective. All of a sudden with just 
one sign, we have gone past display making, even beyond merchandising. What we just did was to market our product, and 
that is exactly what e�ective signage should do!

2) Using Signage as an Information Tool - Conventional marketing wisdom says that the best e�orts for increasing sales do 
not necessarily come from trying to reach new customers as much as from trying to acquire more sales from existing custom-
ers. This makes sense when we �gure that existing customers already come to your store. That's the most di�cult challenge 
in any business - simply getting customers to walk in the door. Once the customer is inside, then in-house marketing begins, 
and once again this is where e�ective signage becomes a must. Let's imagine that in the middle of summer just as your 
customers enter the produce department they are greeted by a gorgeous melon display - cantaloupes, honeydews, water-
melons and the like. Typically what often keeps shoppers from buying melons is that they simply aren't sure how to select one 
that is ready-to-eat. Having a sign that is prominently placed within the display describing how to select ripe and ready 
melons can add signi�cant value to an already creative display. With any display that you create, ask yourself this question 
"what would shoppers most need to know about this product in order for them to make the purchase." Remember, informa-
tion creates an opportunity to enhance sales!

3) Using Signage to Tell a Story - Every produce department that sells organic produce is a messenger for one of the most 
amazing stories out there - the tale of organic food. We should not assume that everyone understands what organic agricul-
ture is, nor should we assume that everyone understands your stores' relationship with it. At the very least, every store selling 
organic produce should have the following signs very prominent in their departments:

a)  A large banner that is your organic produce mission statement. Let your customers know that you support organic agriculture.
b) A large sign that lets customers know what organic is. Don't ever assume that all of your shoppers know this or even 
completely understand organic. Make this sign clear, short and understandable!
c)  To complete our signage storytelling, we could use a third sign that tells why someone would want to buy organic food. 
The banner let's your shoppers know your commitment to organic agriculture, and the other two signs educate them about 
what it is and why they might want to buy it.

Without question using signage will cost money. But, think of it not as an expense, but rather as an investment in 
future sales. That is the ultimate goal of merchandising and marketing. If you are spending 

money that helps you to increase your sales, then it's a very smart investment!



Promoting Organic Produce
Organic produce needs to be promoted. Just having a sign up that reads ORGANIC is usually not compelling enough to 
make someone pay the extra cost for their food. Here are three strategies for promoting organic produce in your depart-
ment.

Signage:
Every produce department that sells organic produce is a messenger for one of the most amazing stories out there - the 
tale of organic food. We should not assume that everyone understands what organic agriculture is, nor should we assume 
that everyone understands your stores' relationship with it. At the very least, every store selling organic produce should 
have the following signs very prominent in their departments:

a) A large banner that is your organic produce mission statement. Let your customers know that you support organic 
farming.
b) A large sign that lets customers know what organic is. Don't ever assume that all of your shoppers know this or even 
completely understand organic. Make this sign clear, short and understandable!
c) To complete our signage storytelling, we could use a third sign that tells why someone would want to buy organic food.
 
The banner let's your shoppers know your commitment to organic agriculture and the other two signs educate them 
about what it is and why they might want to buy it.

Regular Bi-Weekly Specials:
We live in a culture where everyone expects to see deals wherever they shop. If nothing is on special the customer tends 
to feel cheated. The biggest battle that retailers �ght in carrying organic produce is the higher pricing. It’s important for 
the overall image of your produce department (and certainly for the price image) that you have at least 4 organic produce 
items on special at all times - changing them every 2 weeks. The items should either be popular year round items, or 
seasonal items that are peaking at this particular time of year. Signage that is di�erent from your regular point of sale 
signs and clearly denotes ORGANIC should accompany these specials, and the displays should be larger and more 
dynamic than usual, possibly even moving the location of the item to make it more visible or in more of a “hot spot” in 
your department. When you put an item on special make sure that the price that you promote truly is a special. Coming 
o� 10¢ or 20¢ a pound does not necessarily qualify as a special. You want your price to be noticeably lower than what it 
has been or where the market is at. If you try to make your margin on the items that you have on special, you will never 
have a successful specials program. The goal of a featured item program is to enhance sales. Typically, even with a lower 
margin on your featured items you will make more margin dollars than you would with the same item on a regular week. 
Your percentage won’t be as high, but that particular item will generate more overall money as well as generate an 
immeasurable amount of good will and excitement about your department!

Promote Special Occasions:
Take advantage of natural holidays or occasions that promote organic. Every spring for example on April 22nd we 
celebrate Earth Day. This holiday may not be the most celebrated holiday during springtime, but in the organic and 

natural foods industry it is indeed one of the largest. Similarly in the fall, the month of September is designated 
as National Organic Harvest month. These two times of the year are great opportunities 

to really roll out the organic promotions and make your particular store a destina-
tion point for organic produce.



�e Art of Cross Merchandising
As the title suggests, cross merchandising truly is an art form, and involves far more than a last minute decision when the 
Grocery Manager comes over and says "how about if we put this cereal case stack next to your banana display which will help 
you sell more bananas?" The truth is that there is a good chance that you will actually sell more bananas by simply having a 
larger banana display (perhaps spilling over to where the cereal case stack would be) than by adding in the cereal. 

Quite often cross merchandising e�orts evolve very much like in the above example. That type of scenario can easily occur 
during busy times or periods leading into various holidays throughout the year. Your store will be over�owing with product, 
and typically there will be more product than there is merchandising space. In order to achieve success with cross merchandis-
ing there are three ingredients that are critical to making your display work:

Location - Where should the display go? Should it be in the produce department or in another section? Keep in mind that we 
will be looking at this from the bias of the produce perspective. We want to have a storewide awareness, of course, but we also 
want to do what is best for produce as well. Typically, most cross merchandising e�orts land in the produce department. This 
is because it appears that there is more room for free �oating case stacks in the aisles. The key real estate question should be 
"will I increase my sales more by adding a companion non-produce item to the merchandising e�ort, or will it be more bene�-
cial to just add a free �oating produce display there instead." In most cases the best location for a cross merchandising display 
will actually be a grocery end-cap. This allows for the best visual tie-in of the product and gives the most opportunity for a 
promotional type display.

Planning - Planning is critical for the success of a cross merchandising venture. Occasionally the spontaneous e�ort will work, 
however the success rate is far greater when there is planning and coordination involved. At least once a month it's a good idea 
to have a planning session with your other department heads with the focus being on how to take the di�erent products 
within each department to create a storewide merchandising opportunity. A good cross merchandising e�ort needs at least 
three items to truly make it work. Cereal and bananas, for example, does not necessarily constitute cross merchandising. Most 
people understand how these two products are linked and chances are it won't really create any new sales. If, however, you add 
a new soy milk to the mix, then the entire display becomes more intriguing, and you give people who perhaps were not 
thinking about shopping for cereal that week, a good reason to try the three products.

Promotion - Cross merchandising will typically work best if you have promotional signage that makes it very clear to your 
shoppers what the intent of the three items are. As an example, imagine a beautifully displayed end cap featuring organic 
cereal, soy milk, and bananas. Add in a nice sign or banner, which might read "Start Your Day with the Right Breakfast". Just that 
simple sentence can have a major impact on the movement of these items. Even though it may seem obvious that this promo-
tion is all about breakfast foods, by actually putting the word "breakfast" visually in front of your customers, you have made the 
intent of the display clear and understandable, and therefore easier to shop!

Another familiar cross merchandising opportunity is promoting chips and guacamole. This particular feature would actually 
do best to be located in the produce department. Have a nice end cap display (or free �oating display) of avocados, lemons, 
and tomatoes, surrounded with case stacks of tortilla chips. If you include a nice sign or banner that may read something like 
"Have a Few Chips with your Guacamole", your promotion will be o� and running. Quite often this promotional display may 
have salsa as part of the mix. This item is certainly understandable as part of the merchandising strategy, but just keep in mind 
that it is also a competing product to guacamole, which is the produce feature of the display.

In the end, cross merchandising is much more than rearranging product from one department to another. It’s all about 
creating a theme - �nding and promoting the thread that ties the featured products together.



Great Customer Service
Servicing your customers is ALWAYS the most important thing you will do on any given day. Without customers we have no 
business. No customer should ever walk into your produce area and �nd an empty department, where there is no sales sta� 
on the �oor. If you have periods in the day (even very short ones) where there is no produce sta� on the �oor, it is nearly 
impossible to expect that you will maximize the potential of your department. The organic customer tends to be especially 
well-educated and hungry for information.

Because produce is so operations oriented, it is easy to become very task focused when out on the sales �oor. It is important, 
however, to shift this focus to selling. Whenever a customer enters the department there is always the opportunity to help 
them buy more food than they originally anticipated. 

An example of how you can approach sales in produce is the following: a woman is standing in front of the Fuji apple display. 
You notice that she does not yet have her plastic bag for the item. You walk over, tear o� a bag and open it for her while she 
selects her apples. You may want to mention that Fuji’s are your favorite apple and that this batch is the best you have tried 
all season. Cut a sample and o�er her a taste. Personal contact and trust are vital to good salesmanship.

Here are 10 widely accepted rules of excellent customer service:

1) You are in business to service customer needs, and you can only do that if you know what it is your customer’s want. 
When you truly listen to your customers, they let you know what they want and how you can provide good service. If they 
ask a question and you don’t know the answer, tell them that you will �nd out and provide the information on their next visit.
2) Be a good listener. Take the time to identify customer needs by asking questions and concentrating on what the 
customer is really saying. Listen to their words, tone of voice, body language, and most importantly, how they feel. Beware 
of making assumptions or thinking you intuitively know what the customer wants. Do you know what 3 things are most 
important to your customers?
3) Identify and anticipate needs. Customers don't buy products or services. They buy good feelings and solutions to 
problems. Most customer needs are emotional rather than logical. The more you know your customers, the better you 
become at anticipating their needs. Communicate regularly so that you are aware of problems or upcoming needs.
4) Help customers understand your systems. Your organization may have the world's best systems for getting things 
done, but if customers don't understand them, they can get confused or impatient. Take time to explain how your systems 
work and how they simplify transactions.
5) Make customers feel important and appreciated. Treat them as individuals. Learn and use their name and �nd ways to 
compliment them, but be sincere. People value sincerity. It creates good feeling and trust. Don’t forget to thank them for 
coming in.
6) Appreciate the power of "Yes". Always look for ways to help your customers. When they have a request (as long as it is 
reasonable) tell them that you can do it. Figure out how afterwards. Look for ways to make doing business with you easy. 
Always do what you say you are going to do.
7) Know how to apologize. When something goes wrong, apologize. It's easy and customers like it. The customer may not 
always be right, but the customer must always win. Deal with problems immediately and let customers know what you have 
done. Make it simple for customers to complain. Value their complaints. As much as we dislike it, it gives us an opportunity 
to improve. Even if customers are having a bad day, go out of your way to make them feel comfortable.
8) Give more than is expected. Since the future of all companies lies in keeping customers happy, think of ways to elevate 
your self above the competition. Consider what can you give customers that they cannot get elsewhere and what you can 
give your customers that is totally unexpected.
9) Get regular feedback. Encourage and welcome suggestions about how you could improve.

10) Treat employees well. Employees are your internal customers and need a regular dose of apprecia-
tion. Thank them and �nd ways to let them know how important they are. Treat your 

employees with respect and chances are they will have a higher regard for customers. 
Appreciation stems from the top. Treating customers and employees well is 

equally important.  



Keeping a Clean Department
Just about every survey that you will encounter will have cleanliness as one of the top three (if not the top) reason for select-
ing where people shop for fresh produce. The reason is simple: a clean appearance in a produce department equates with 
clean product in the mind of the shopper. Whether this is true or not is not even the issue. It’s all about perception, and the 
perceived value of a clean looking department cannot be overstated! When your department looks clean and neat (and yes 
neatness is very tied in and closely related to cleanliness) then your customers will tend to trust the safety of the food you sell. 
It’s as if the quality of your product is elevated because of the ambiance and setting of your department. Here are a few tips 
and strategies for what to clean and how to maintain a regular cleaning schedule:

Floor: Keeping your �oor clean is as important as keeping your racks and tables clean. It requires constant maintenance 
throughout the day. Many departments will let the �oor go, thinking that since no food is displayed on the �oor, that it is not 
that critical. A clean �oor in produce is a must. It is true that food is not displayed directly on the �oor, but it is where your 
customers walk and they will de�nitely notice a �oor that is not clean. It can also become a safety hazard. You should become 
compulsive about keeping your �oor swept and mopped!

Wet Rack: Cleaning the wet rack (although the results are rarely seen) is very important. If your rack is �lled with broccoli 
droppings on the bottom (as most are) and your display cooler were to go down, in a matter of minutes your entire store 
would smell like rotten broccoli. Regularly cleaning the wet rack can seem like a daunting task which is why having a schedule 
is the best way to ensure that it gets done. A very reasonable strategy is to clean 8 feet at a time once a week. On Monday 
morning as part of the setup this would occur. If you try to tackle this cleaning all at once, it will rarely get done and your crew 
will de�nitely be working all night. When the underbelly of your wet rack is clean (although no customer will really be able to 
notice) there is a certain “glow” about the rack that you and your team will de�nitely observe. Also, once a week make sure to 
not only clean the rack itself, but also mirrors if you have them in your cooler. The minerals from water can create a haze on 
most mirrors and without regular cleaning they will maintain a dirty, foggy appearance.

Dry Tables: Much like with the wet rack, the dry tables should also have a once a week cleaning schedule. You will �nd as you 
clean the tables that old rotten potatoes, apples and other goodies have been hiding beneath your displays.

General Cleaning: Not only is it important to keep the racks and tables clean but, your entire department should emanate a 
clean appearance. Make sure that the visible, outer portions of the tables and racks are wiped down and kept clean. Pretend 
that either company is coming or you are about to get inspected, and then clean accordingly. Often everything that you clean 
will not be individually noticed by your customers, however, as a cumulative e�ect you can be certain that it will be noticed. 
The more you clean, the greater that e�ect. 

General Tidiness: Neat and clean go hand in hand. Even if your department is very clean, but has a messy appearance, your 
customers will have the perception that it is not clean. While at work, it is certainly OK to �nd that place in you that is slightly 
obsessive-compulsive. A very neat and tidy department will actually be more initially apparent to your customers than a 
clean department. There are two areas that if always kept neat will go a very long way towards enhancing the look of your 
department, and that is the �oor and the top of your cooler. For some reason, in most departments, these two areas have 
become prominent storage areas. It is so important that there is nothing on the �oor - no boxes stored under tables or around 
the racks. Not only can this be potentially dangerous for customers, but it looks very sloppy. When you have boxes and 
product on the �oor, your customer’s attention is drawn away from your display racks, and they begin looking downwards at 

your mess. The same is true for the top of the cooler. It is not the storage area for empty boxes! And again, it draws the eye 
of your customers upward and away from the product. The ambience of your department should be neat 

and relatively sparse. Keep in mind that your product is the star. The less visual distraction 
you create, the more noticeable your displays will be. The only visual clutter in your 

department should be gorgeous signage that sells and promotes your food.



Gaining New Ideas and Strategies
Most artists check out what other artists are up to. The same is true with writers, designers - most of the creative world. 
Let’s assume that great produce people fall into the same category (very creative people), then it makes sense that there 
is a need to touch base with the work of your peers. There are truly very few completely new ideas out there. We share, we 
borrow and we exchange. Be open to what others are doing and allow others to be aware of what you are doing. This is 
the best strategy for gaining new ideas that will improve your work. Perhaps the best known way of learning what other 
produce geniuses are up to is to visit other produce departments. How often do you visit other stores in your area?  When 
you are away on a trip, do you check out the stores in the area you are visiting? Field trips are important! At least once a 
week it's vital to take some time and go around and look at what the other stores in your area are doing. There should be 
three main objectives when visiting another store: 1) look for new ideas 2) do a little price comparison and 3) get a break 
from your store. Let's explore these goals in more detail.

1) Look for New Ideas - Above all else, this is the most important bene�t you can achieve from store visits. The attitude 
that you have in approaching your visits will ultimately determine how many new ideas you come away with. It's very easy 
to walk into another store and begin comparing it to your own. Often times it is almost instinct to hear that little voice 
inside your head going "wow, my department looks so much better than this" or "there's nothing here that they do very 
well". In the end, it may well be true that your department shines more than the one that you are visiting, however, this 
inner dialogue is actually a distraction for what needs to be accomplished during these visits. The goal in going to other 
stores is not to compare your work with theirs, but rather, to learn from what they do. In a sentence, you must employ 
perception rather than judgment. When you enter the stores you are checking out, walk in with a clean, fresh mind - one 
that is eager to learn and ready to be excited by some new ideas. If you maintain that approach, you will be assured of a 
great learning experience. If you walk in judging and comparing, you may walk away feeling a little bit better about your 
department, but most likely not coming away with any new ideas as to how to move it forward. What’s great about 
visiting other stores is that when we enter a di�erent produce department, we are just like the customers. Nothing is 
familiar and we must observe everything very carefully. After you leave the store you are visiting, when you get back into 
your vehicle, jot down a few of the key points that you wanted to remember from your visit. This takes the pressure away 
from having to keep too much in your head, which may be a distraction as you visit your next store.

2) Do a Little Price Comparison - It's always good to be aware of how other stores are pricing their product. You certainly 
don't want to enter another store with a calculator or notepad and beginning writing down prices. Typically what works 
well is to target your �ve most popular items and simply check out how those prices compare. Usually you will be able to 
remember �ve items without notes and these are also the ones that your own customers will remember as well. It's also a 
good idea to check out what items are being featured.

3) Get a Break from your store - Whether it is school or work, a �eld trip seems to do wonders for the spirit. Just getting 
away from the "o�ce", even for a short time can feel invigorating! Take advantage of this once a week outing. It's a good 
idea to take members of your team with you if you can spare the labor.

There are a few understood rules of etiquette when visiting other stores that are a good idea to follow. Keep your visits 
above board. Ask to see the produce manager or assistant and introduce yourself. Let them know where you are from and 
that you typically visit other stores as part of your routine. The goal in seeking out new ideas is to borrow from the "collec-

tive produce psyche", if you will. Allow yourself to be inspired by what you see and then take it back and incor-
porate it into what you do using your own unique style and technique. Try to avoid "direct 

plagiarism" by doing the exact same thing that the store three blocks away is doing. 
Neither store will bene�t from that strategy. Take what you see and employ your 

own originality as you incorporate it into your department.
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