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The customer was ready. The
department wasn't.

The department did not have a traffic problem. Sales were stable, the customer base had clear spending
power, and the store already had permission to win at a higher quality tier.

The issue was positioning. Margin opportunity was being left on the table not because customers resisted
premium product, but because the department was not structured to present, price, and sell premium
protein with enough confidence.

Premium items were underleveraged. Price gaps between commodity and premium offers were too narrow,
assortment was too heavily weighted toward safe mid-tier SKUs, and merchandising failed to guide
trade-up behavior in a meaningful way.

The fastest recovery opportunity was not to expand assortment or chase more promotion. It was to clarify
the value ladder: create sharper pricing separation, reduce mid-tier clutter, elevate premium anchors,
strengthen value-added presentation, and turn the service counter into a selling asset rather than a
fulfillment station.

Once pricing, assortment, and merchandising were realigned to match the market, the department moved
from acceptable-but-underperforming into materially higher-margin performance inside a 60-90 day

window.

Engagement Framing

This was not a turnaround driven by fixing broken operations. It was a premium-positioning reset. The work
centered on identifying where the department was under-monetizing a strong customer base, correcting
the commercial structure of the category, and making the new positioning repeatable at team level rather
than dependent on one strong manager or cutter.



Performance Snapshot at a Glance

Margin 28.0% 31.8% +3.8 pts
Average Ticket $18.50 $21.30 +15%

Premium Mix Low High Significant shift



2.1 Pricing and Margin Reality

Conservative premium
pricing

Mid-tier assortment
dominance

Weak pricing role clarity

2.2 Assortment and Case Composition

Premium steaks, seafood features, and
chef-ready items were priced too close
to commodity equivalents. There was
limited deliberate separation between
good, better, and best tiers.

The mix leaned too heavily on safe,
middle-of-the-road SKUs while true
premium anchors were
underrepresented and value-added
items lacked enough visual and pricing
weight.

Commodity, premium, and convenience

items were not priced according to role.

Premium products were expected to
justify themselves without stronger
presentation or strategic retail
architecture.

Without enough spread between tiers,
customers had no strong reason to trade
up. The department suppressed its own
margin potential and diluted premium
value perception.

The category was monetizing the middle
instead of leading the customer upward.
That kept average ticket lower than the
market could support.

When SKU roles are blurred, the mix
cannot do commercial work.
Lower-margin items stay dominant while
higher-opportunity items fail to lift the
basket.

The case looked acceptable, but it was not commercially optimized. SKU count was not excessive in a

shrink-driven sense, yet it was too heavily weighted toward middle-tier offers that created visual

sameness instead of a clear premium story.

Too much of the assortment lived in the safe middle. That made the case feel broad without feeling

differentiated.

Premium anchors were present, but they were not numerous or visible enough to establish the

department as a premium destination.

Value-added representation was too limited relative to its margin potential and its usefulness to

affluent, convenience-oriented shoppers.



2.3 Merchandising and Visual Hierarchy

The case was functional, but it was not persuasive. Everyday items, premium cuts, and convenience items
were displayed with too little separation. High-margin products were not doing enough visual work, and the
department was failing to guide shopper behavior toward trade-up decisions.

Not enough segmentation between everyday, premium, and value-added zones.

Premium product lacked enough eye-level emphasis, spacing, and presentation discipline to command

price and attention.

The case was acting as a display surface when it needed to act as a selling system.

2.4 Service-Counter Behavior and Selling Execution

Labor was not broken operationally, but it was underleveraged commercially. Team members were fulfilling
requests correctly, yet too often behaved like order takers rather than advisors capable of improving the

mix and lifting the basket.

Upselling behavior was inconsistent and usually dependent on individual comfort level rather than a

standard selling rhythm.
Product knowledge was not being translated into margin-driving recommendations often enough.

The counter was not being used as the premium conversion point it should have beenin a
higher-income market.

2.5 Customer and Market Alignment

The customer base was not price-blind, but it was value-capable. These shoppers were willing to pay more
when the offer felt clearly superior, better presented, or more convenient. The department was
underperforming not because the customer resisted premium price points, but because the department
lacked enough conviction in presenting why premium items deserved them.

The store had the customer to support better mix. It simply was not asking for enough.
Trade-up behavior was possible, but it was not being designed intentionally.

This created a category that was respectable on the surface but under-monetized relative to its market.



Commercial hesitation. Not operational
failure.

The core issue was not shrink, staffing, or demand in isolation. The issue was failure to position the
department as a premium-performing category inside a market that could support one. Commercial
decisions were being made too defensively. Pricing lacked confidence, assortment lacked hierarchy,
merchandising lacked guidance, and selling behavior lacked structure.

What Was Actually Broken

Premium items were not separated enough from commodity offers in either price or presentation.

Assortment leaned too heavily on mid-tier product and did not use premium anchors aggressively
enough.

Case layout did not create a strong visual ladder from everyday to premium to convenience.
Service-counter behavior was reactive rather than intentionally margin-building.

The department had customer permission to win bigger, but not enough internal conviction to monetize
that permission consistently.

The department looked strong enough to pass a surface-level review, but it was
underperforming relative to its market. The underlying pattern was commercial hesitation.
Margin was not being destroyed through obvious operational failure. It was being quietly
surrendered through conservative positioning.



Clarify the value ladder. Then sell up it.

The solution was not to add more assortment or simply raise retails across the board. The solution was to
reposition the department in a way that clarified value, gave premium items more authority, and made
trade-up behavior easier for the customer and more natural for the team to support.

Recommended Build Order — 60-90 Day Reset

Case Repositioning Segmented the case into everyday, premium, and value-added
zones. Reduced visual clutter. Elevated premium items to stronger
positions. Sharpened overall hierarchy.

Pricing and Mix Reset Expanded price gaps between commodity and premium items.
Reduced redundant mid-tier SKUs. Introduced a cleaner premium
and value-added assortment mix.

Selling Discipline Trained the team on recommendation-based selling, premium
product communication, and more intentional counter behavior so
the new positioning translated into basket growth.

What Had to Be Fixed Immediately

Premium retails were reset so the department stopped undercharging for products that already had
shopper permission.

Visual clutter was reduced so premium items could stand out instead of blending into the middle.

Assortment was tightened to remove middle-tier duplication and give the case a clearer commercial
story.

The team was pushed toward a more deliberate selling posture so the service counter could influence
mix rather than merely process demand.



What Changed Structurally

The assortment was rebalanced so premium anchors carried more weight in both perception and margin
mix.

Pricing gaps between everyday and premium offers were widened enough to reinforce trade-up logic.

Case layout was reset so the shopper could read the department more intuitively and notice
higher-value options faster.

Value-added representation was expanded in a controlled way to capture convenience-driven spend
from time-constrained shoppers.

What Made the Recovery Repeatable

The team was given a clearer selling role at the counter instead of being left to individual instinct.
Premium positioning was reinforced through case structure, not just through occasional verbal selling.

The department moved from having premium product to actually operating like a premium destination.



Aligned positioning unlocked the
spending power already in the store.

Financial Impact

Within the 60—-90 day window, margin improved from 28.0% to 31.8% and average ticket increased from
$18.50 to $21.30. Premium mix shifted materially upward. Those gains were not created by a traffic event or
major operating overhaul. They were created by finally aligning the commercial structure of the
department with the spending power and expectations of the customer base.

Operational Impact

Assortment became easier to read and more productive because the case no longer over-relied on the
middle.

Premium items carried more visual and pricing authority, which improved conversion into higher-margin
purchases.

The department's presentation moved from generally nice to intentionally persuasive.

Value-added items gained more relevance within the mix and helped support both convenience and

margin.

Labor Impact

Counter behavior improved as the team became more comfortable guiding customers toward better
choices rather than simply fulfilling requests.

The service counter became less passive and more commercially useful.

Selling consistency improved because the department had a clearer structure to support
recommendation-based behavior.

Customer Impact



The department created a stronger perception of quality and authority.

Customers encountered a clearer path to trade up and responded with larger baskets and better

premium mix.

The category felt more intentional, more premium, and more aligned with the market it served.



What this engagement confirmed.

Premium customers do not resist higher prices. They resist unclear value.
Margin is often lost through hesitation, not just through competition.
A stronger case hierarchy usually outperforms a broader mid-tier assortment.

Premium positioning must be designed. It does not happen automatically just because premium product

is present.

The service counter is a selling asset when the team knows how to use it that way.

This department did not need more traffic, better product, or a dramatic category reinvention. It needed
clearer positioning, stronger pricing confidence, more deliberate merchandising, and a team willing to
support premium conversion at the counter. Once those fundamentals were corrected, performance
followed quickly.

For a higher-income grocery environment, this matters because it proves that many
protein departments are underperforming not because the customer is weak, but because
the department is too timid. In premium-capable markets, the margin is often already
there. The real job is to stop leaving it on the table.



