nperative, located

in Janesville, W1 may

have & rather down-1o-

narpe, but this natural prod-

qBrs store is anything but orndi-

gary. The 28-vear-old store not

only offers its castomers dedi-

cated servics and guality products

in i blue-collar town, 11 went from

being o prvately-owned business

to being 4 co-op only this past
Tanuary,

Perhaps mome revealing of the

sfore’s uniguencss is its atmo-

sphere, Day u.i Roang, who cur-

teral amel 7
Juite inf

heexplains. Thists due
thal many health stores
dio fall into two groups: one
ivill have a "co-op” feel o
g the other group has a
gincss-like ambience — A
HDdS Market store. Ba- Y47

the middle of
P it's not really
; .:mi i5]
pth young and older-individuals. “The astmo-
likeone that has a committed family feeling to

ik, the store i unigue in that it of-
L s items, and supplements;
triys for cusiomers

Wither stores, how-

supple-

0 Basics

terally got handed to the community.

By Jaciys HIRSCHORN

Fourth of July, Labor Bay,
Thanksgiving, and Christmas
Dy,

The slimy management cadre
includes a general manager, a sup-
plementsihealth and beauty carc
manger, and two food managers,
but beyond these, each emple
hias & section he or she must order
which gives everyone a sense of
respomsibility.

But probably the miost notable
characteristic of the store is that it
is & true innovater in the natural
products industry. A% Boang says.
“The conversion of the store toa
cooperative is & perfect example:
We know of no other privately
pwned store in the country that
his made this conversion, which
¢ould be an interesting alternative
telots of stores inthe country.”

Indeed this appears 1o be the
case, and it likely leaves most
peaple wondering what prompted

hoa huge transformati
angwer lies in both Basics” history
andmare recent evenls, ..

In the Beginning...
Acconding 1o Roang, Basics

Cooperative 15 focated in & town

where one wouldn't Bkely imag-

dnea natural products store.

Janesville, home to about 60000
people in southern Wisconsin, has
aGeneral Motors plant, which is
the main source of industry for the
whiole town, Now Madisen, the
c’s capital city, ‘only a half an
hour from Janesville, is a college
town, and has more of a market
for natural food products, and may
hﬂ‘l-’t. bean a more obvious choice,
Rodne’s father, ‘-.-
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Supplements drive Basics” sules, but the store still pays o great deal of attention to hulk foods and other areas,

when he decided (0 place Basics in Janesville.
“The Basics concept was a bold one: start & nam-
ral food store that supports local and natural
foods ond vegetarianism in Janesvillesa teadi-
tionally blue-collar town,” explams Roang.

Even if the choice of location wasa bit odd.
5. Peter Roung, an outspoken peace activist, and
Diebra Ramsdell formed the initial store in 1977
a4 g partncrship, and sel up shop in what Boang
calls “a very small footprint.” Then, a lintle bit
[ater o, Peter's sister Kann joined the team, and
Roang savs Basics had o briel period as being a
worker's collective; i 1980 ithecame & comora-
tion with the three being the sole shareholders.
This threesome wouldn'tast, however, as- Karin
was bought out in the late 805 and Debrm in the
early 90s,

Besides ownership changes, another stft that
occurred was i store expansion i the mid 50s;
Basics moved to g place three limies it size near
the middle of town. In 1995 the store wias moyed
again, this time to its present location, which
asain ripled its size. This last expansion alsoin-
cloded implemented scanners, compulenzed
pricing; and even @  website
Cwwnebasicchealth com),

Finadly, and sadly, the st big event to shike

Basics was the untimely deathiof Peter, the last of

the original owners, who had suffered from.a
stroke-in March of 2003 After Peter's passing,
DPavid Roang was entrusted with the ownership
of all the stock of Basics; Inc. and-there was
much concern about the store’s-survival. “When
my cled died two years ago. there was a very sig-
nificant concern from both frequent- and non-
shoppers that Basics wouldn't go on. Janesville
is-asolid American fown, but is doven by chain
stores #ad of conrse the General Motors plant. A
store Hke Basics s eritical o the balance of the
town—anather side of the story gets told,” says
Roang.

Clearly Boang was in a-bit of a guandary, e5-
pecially due o the fact that he also has his own
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legal practice in nearby Madison, ancd devoting
fime 1o two Jobs can ke a lol ot of éven the
most dedicited people. Cne way W salve his
predicament wis to transform Basics. Inc. into
Basics Cooperativi.

From Inc. to Co-op

Transforming Basics into 4 co-op, hawever,
wiasn 't just an idea to help Roang ot as he main-
tains that 0 was something los father bad been
thinking of domg himsell, Roang says, “Belore
my dad died, he was looking {or possible av-
enucs to transfer ownership of
Basics without jeopardizing its continued
existence, He hitd becomi inferested in the coop-
erative model, principally through his involve-
ment a5 chairman of the board of Blooming
Prairie Cooperative Warchouse, He was in-
wigued by cooperatives; especially as they shed
their 1960s, hippie image in favor of a
viahle husiness model. He saw that cooperatives
wiere coming of age. Unfortumately, his umtimely
ciezith meant that he could not make this happen
himself.”

Tday, Roang sees the six-month old cooper
alive as a winning solution for everyone in-
volved, although making sech a huge transfor-
mation wasn't easy. Last spring, with the help of
peneral manager Sars Kirchoff, whom he credits
as being the key to the conversion, Roang miam-
aged (0 get the cooperative sel up by January
2005, “Sarn and I worked for three months des
veloping the hones of what the co-op would be.
and-in July, we annonnced the change to ourem-
plovees, and began o take memberships.™

Memberships: which are open to everyone
for 5150, began piling up even before the co-op
wits officially in existence; before Tanuary there
were S0 memberships. *TL was exciting lo see
people join and watch the numbers go up and
up,” relays Boang.” He adds that there are cur-
rently 750 members and that the co-op usnally
sains one new member-a day, which totals out 1o

about 2510 30 new members per month.,

In addition to the ownership change, & boand
of directors was elected by the owners, which has
allowed Roang to still be involved with the store,
a5 e is the board’s president. but he no longer
needs to give as much time as he did before.
Chverall, Basics' transformation tmily seems to
have helped everyone myolved, including the
store’s staff and community, “[t helped the
store™s stalf and customers by ensuring that Ba-
sics would continue to s2rve the community; and
it in turn has helped the community because the
EOMITILINEY now owns the store,” says Roang.

The *Basic” Philosophy

As one cansee, Basics 15 tul v 4 stone that hias
hiad an mteresting and lively history, and Roang
maintains that although the store’s ownership
structure has changed guite a bit, its cone philoso-
phy continues to flounsh, “Basics,” he says,
“hesan as @ true expenment, strugghng (o con-
vince people that they should shop for patural
prociucts. Whilewe have grown exponentially
since those carly days, the basic principles have
remained the same: to provide high-quality natu-
ral foads to our community, To us, natural Toods
are whole foods that are as pure and minimally
processed as we can find them—with as lile as
possible removed and with nothing artificial
added ... We also cncourage sustainable, or-
ganie agricultural practices and support local
food supplicrs when possible, Wi care about our
land, the environment, and our resources. These
principles were developed in the carly days of
Basicsand remain unchanzed to this day”

While the core valucs of Basics have stayed
the same, as Roanz exclums, “Evenything else
has changed dramatically!™ He relites that the
store now has 28 employees, whensas in its early
days it had none. There is now a fully developed,
tp-down management system, and probably
one of the best changes to take place 1s the dollar
amount that comes into: the store. “Chur annual
sales now approach 32 300,000, and | remember
miy disd being excited aboat a 5100000 year, We
have & customer base of thousands, and are o
Enown commindity in owr compumity, both lo-
cally and beyond,” he declares. He adds to this
hist of changes, a salaried general manager and
promolions, sales, and outreach extended more
toware the co-op's owners. Roang in fact be-
ligves that owner outreach makes customers
mare confortable when shopping in the store
L We are awned by the community, giving
back 1o our owners and the community at firge,
&0 customers can feel gond about paironizing our
store.) hie says, And-giving back is one thing that
Basics doesn’t fall short on, especially when it
concems the awners



Of all the benefits employees reeeive, Roang
says the most impartant one @5 @ 25% discoant
on grocenes. It was so smporant 1o everyone
invilved in the store that employees buy and nse
the stuff that's sold—ie’s entical,” he explains.
But in addition fo the discount, the 28 workers,
14 full-time, 14 part-time, receive benefits that
include hourly wage increases to_help cover
health club costs, paid community service days,
a simple reticement plin, and assistance with
fees (o see the town's’ naturopathic: doctor, Jill
Evensan, Romng savs that food service workers
don’t end (o make much money. so he wants
Basics (o help out its workers as much as it can.
But besides that, he wants to ensure their heaith.
“How else do we make sure that our workers
live the lifestyle we wanl our customers to live?
he asks,

A “Super” Store

This altruism 15 largely what seems o ém-
anate from Basics, as the store prides itself not
only foritsexcellent service, butits dedication to
education, which clearly affects custpmer atti-
tudes, **We present our store 4§ one that our own-
ers and customers can trust,” sav Roang, “They
can trust that they will find high-geality, good
food and other natural products. This trust has
been buill carefully over 30 years, and our clien-
tebe believe inus,” be continues.

Indeed the store's presentation and actions
convey to-customers that the cooperative truly
has the community's (and the world's) best inter-
sty at heart, For example, a little over a yeur
ago, when the store was sbll privately owned,
Roang implemented the Wooden Nickel Pro-
gramt. Roang first heard of the program: al the
Mawral Products Expo West show from 2 store
in San Diego, and he adopted it in a-way o fil
Basics. Basically (no pun intended), the way the
progran works 15 thial every Cusiomer receives 4
wooden nickel. and he or she decides (o put the
nickel in one of three bins. The bins represent
three charities that were chosen by the emplov-
ees, ond the customers essentially decide how
much should be given to each charitly. Roang
lists the charities that Basics has given money o
through the use of the wooden nickel program
as; Rock County Cinzens for Peace, which 15 a
charity Peter Roang had been invalved in; Relay
for Life: Spothight On Kids, a loeal theater
group; Touched By A Paw, a locul animal shel-
ter; Hahitat For Humanity; UNICEF (tsunami
refief); Organic Farming Research Foundstion:
House of Mercy Homeless Shelter; and ECHO,
o local Tood pantry,

Besides @ving to chanties, another way Ba-
sics extends ats altnnstic hand @5 by focusing
heavily on customer education, And it happens
Lo ecucate in guite 4 “super” way: Super Tuesd-

says, which takes place on every ficst Toesday of
the month, 50 why s this day different from all
arher davs Gand don™t wormy we won't get Chard-
tom Heston 1o answer this one)? Well first of all,
whereas on most Tuesdays,; the store only siavs

open from 8 anm. iod pm,, on Super Tuesday the
store stavs open untl 8 pim. Customers receive
[ 5% discounis and co-op owners get an exiom
3% nff. Add to that the supplément and food
vendors who give miormational talks and live
radio broadeosts from the store, and 105 under-
standable why the store'is usually jommed with
argund | 000 customers, while the cusiomer
count for a typical day s shoat 200, Thisday is
actually so popular that Roang says there's

o .

barely enough room: for everyone i the 7I0-
sytire-foot store. and customers may even have
to wait 30 o4 minutes in dines at the regisier!
Roang explains thal on Super Toesdays ev-
eryone benefits and as a great time, Cusiomers
enjoy the g & asessions ziven by vendors and the
store discounts; vendors enjoy the home-cooked
meals they 't given and the free advertising they
receive on the radio; and the owners of the store
appreciate. their own radio advertising, not to
mention the sales they trpically make on sucl a
diay. “Our daily_sales generally range from
B OO0 o 56,000, but on Super Tuesdays, sales
genecrally eclipse 545000, and have gone as high
a5 ST2IN0," savs Roang proudly, He: adds that
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Hoang suys Super Tuesday, on the first Tuesday of every month, isa phenomenon to-warch, with-a thousand
cusiomers packed o the store, supplement and food vindor on hond o unswer questions. and thee live radio
broadosst thit pets Basies” name over the airwaves.

the day is @ son of mux of marketing and educs-
tion, which goes in sync witl the Basics theory of
education being the best form of marketing.
Roang's father originally came v with the Super
Tuesday concept, and it became so popular that
other stores have actually copied the program
themselves: “lris a tmuly wonderful phenomenon
o walch every month,” he declares.

Still Some Challenges

With all af the success Basics seems (o be
having as a cooperative ong has o wondér ifit's
even more successful as 2 cooperative. After all,
a stond that virmually gets one new member (o join
everyday can't be doing teo badly, right? Well,
even 1l Basics isn't having (oo much of 4 hard
time, Foang admits things aren’t quite up to par
vel, He says that Basics 15 still looking for more
customers and members, “Clur number one asset
and opporunity 15 our membership. We want to
find the best way (o tapinto this wonderful asset,
which 15 4 work in progress,” he explains. Rodng
also sees one of the big problems being matin
stream grocery stores selling more and more nat-
ural products, Another obstacle is the “competi-
on” between expenscs and the size of the store,
Roang says, "We want our business to grow and
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tey- he-able o keep pace with expenses, but that
growth his gotlen incréasingly difficull in our
store, which s physically bursting at ifs scams,”
This is why Roang relates that the biggest
change that will likely happen in the near future
will be another store expansion, especially be-
camge the owners would like to be able to provide
customiers with even mone services and products,
such as an in-store deli. “Our customers are
clamoring for more, and we believe we can reach
even more people,” he siys,

Looking Ahead

Basics, i clearly still on a joumey. It only
been & cooperative for s1x months, and there's
much forit to leok forward to in the future. The
management hopes o gt more members, in-
cretsesales, and toalso continue o helpto shape
the natural products mdostry. Althosgh Roang
pongedes that the store currently can’t be consid-
ered more sugcessful as a eo-op. he savs that be-
cause of the staff and owners' dedication and
commitment, the store is vietonouos. Yln termas of
spiril mnd aititude., 1S @ smash hit,” he states, He
also feels that transforming the Store into a coop-
eriative 1= the best thing he could have done:
“You're selling 1t-to the people who fove vour

& SB ﬂSiC b i
Merchandising
Techniques From
A Natural
Products Co-op

s David Roang, former owner of Ba-
stes Cooperative, located in Janesville,
WL, and corrently the president of the
co-op beard miintains, education is the
best form of marketing. While the store
1o Eur_tgagr requires extensive staff train-
ing in order [Gr-workers 10 educite con-
sumers, they are expecied to do some
trade publication reading to keéep up
with trends and information. And of
course, Roang gives due credit to em-
ployees who hove been with the store for
several Years because they inl tum eduo-
cate other members of the staff. Bol an
dddition o education, & Store’s ook and
appeal certainly altracts customers too.
I Tact, one look ‘at the pietures of pro-
duge at Basics was enovgh to make the
editors at WholeFoods want to jump
onlo & plane and pay & visit 1o the store!

Roang muributes the store's current
layout to the Blooming Prairie Coopera-
tive Warchouse, which felped the store
outa preat deall He specifically feels
that different tspects of the store really
sl mice tones, suchoas the plant section:
And he says that it's crucial for the pro-
duge section to be attractive, He states,
“The produce section needs to look
fresh and zood-— this s crtical for any
grovery store.”

Besides the overall layout, though
Roang explains that what really helped
Basics look more professional and busi-
ness-like 15 betler siznage and unity. In
the past, the store used hand-written
fags on i3 merchandise; it now uses mi-
-;'J'[ings'. [t lso now uses more consistent
marketing imiges; the store logo for in-
stance. i5 the same on the aisle signs,
the workers™ 1-shiris. on the customer
mailings, and even onthe website. “We
made an effort to really unify every-
thing...at really makes the store look a
lot more professional, It tes the store
together,” savs Roang.

stare. This aflows it 1o continue on, hopefully
better than before; It's all been a very good expe-
rence for me,” headds. WEF




