
Buying Smarter for your Store  

 

What’s the best way to buy? The way that lets you give customers what they want, sell 
out your stock without running short, score the widest margins possible, and collect 
enough sales and inventory information to do it all again the following year.  

Here are some ideas to help you brainstorm better ways to buy smarter and cheaper.  

What to consider when buying  
Among a dozen other concerns, intelligent buyers consider booking deadlines, 
historical data, customer desires, and the store’s business objectives when planning a 
buy.  

Know your sales history, inventory, and projected sales  
The past helps us understand the future. The more precise you maintain your sales 
history, the more informed you’ll be when buying in the future. Among other things, this 
will help you avoid overbuying and filling your basement or stock room with inventory 
that will be difficult to sell.  
Before you buy, attain specific numbers with respect to the different sizes sold last year, 
how many units that were sold, which colours were popular, and as many other specific 
details about the sales that you can generate.  

And look at other factors that influenced customer behaviours.  How did the economy 
fare this time last year? If you sell apparel, how did the weather affect your sales? What 
kinds of promotions did you run? What kind of marketing did the manufacturers put 
behind their products? What was hot? What was not?  

Smart retailers ensure that they’re buying as smart as possible by keeping the most 
accurate and up-to-date sales records and inventory counts possible. As you study your 
sales history, analyze the way in which you manage your inventory. Poor inventory 
management practices can make buying smarter a difficult task?  

“You should be going into the buy categorically prepared,” says Brent Hume, Director of 
Membership Buying Services, Source for Sports. “You should know what your baseball 
glove inventory is, know what your projected sales are, and know that you need X number 
of gloves at various price points in order to meet that demand.” The difference between 
what you already have in stock and what you need to sell is what you’re open to buy.  

Retailers who don’t have an open-to-buy budget probably aren’t aware of the inventory 
they have in stock and what kind of sales they can expect. These kinds of buyers 
purchase in lumps.  
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These retailers order 20 units because they always order 20 units, when in fact they may 
only need 10 new units. Instead of spending the extra cash on something else, it’s wasted 
on 10 units that aren’t needed (now they’ve got 30 units in their inventory that will be 
difficult to sell).  
So many retailers fly by the seat of their pants and they go out and buy lots because they 
like it, and buy from their friends because they like them.  Next thing you know they’ve 
got too much inventory.”  Don’t load yourself up, so that when suppliers offer a sale you 
can buy it.”  
For Lee Richmond, Owner of Kaboodles Toy Store in Vancouver, allowing herself the 
flexibility to buy when sales occur involves a little bit of foresight and planning. “We try to 
take advantage of seasonal deals such as free freight and overall discounts for orders,” 
she says. “This is done when I can assume that a company that we buy large quantities 
from has a fall special. I adjust my buying times in advance, and may also contact my rep 
to find out if any specials are planned.”  

Richmond says that she does much of the store’s ordering, research and planning, but 
that she regularly consults with store managers and front line staff to ensure consistency 
and good practices.  

“I try to speak to the managers and staff in my store who know the customers best. And 
we keep a lot of buying information in a staff communication book. This helps my 
managers and I understand the trends affecting consumer purchases and tastes.”  

She also stresses the importance of spending time on the sales floor and with her team 
to understand exactly what customers are looking for to provide some direction with 
respect to buying inventory.  

“You must encourage staff feedback, and provide a positive response to it. This, along 
with a combination of intuition, common sense and experience will often end in positive 
results.”  

Know what customers want  
“You have to have a clear idea of who your customer is and what business you’re in,” 
says Diane Petryna, President of Take a Hike!  “Stay focused on that because you can’t 
be buying everything.  You’ll mess up your brand, your image if you start going in 
directions that don’t make sense to the customer.”  
Base buying decisions on what customers bought in the past, on what research 
suggests will sell in the future, and on the direction of the economy. Study the trends 
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in your category, know what’s coming, and buy what your customers—in your part of 
the country, in your part of town—will buy.  
And follow seasonal trends, but more importantly, anticipate the needs of customers. 
Petryna tells a story about how her customers have changed. Twenty years ago women 
shopping in her store bought polar fleeces to stay warm. Now those same women, 
Petryna explains, are not buying polar fleeces anymore.  

“I’ve got to do what I can to follow trends and listen to customers and employees, so that 
I can make my best informed call when making a purchase,” says Petryna. “I think I’m 
doing it pretty well, but it’s tough.”  

Keep control  
Some retailers place far too much faith in their sales representatives.  Some may actually 
allow their sales rep to fill out the order forms.  
Never, ever hand over your budget to sales reps. Sales reps usually tend to have their 
best interests—not your best interests and not your customers’ best interests—in mind.  
Your budget is your business, and so is your buying.  
“You’ve got to buy for your customer,” says Petryna. “That means I intimately need to 
know my customer. It means I need to know their style, body type, colours that work.”  
You, and not your sales rep, know your customers. Don’t defer that responsibility to 
somebody else.  

Trust your instincts  
Similarly, retailers will benefit from knowing what their business is about. The kinds 
of products the retailer buys to stock the shelves should reflect the attitude, image, 
mission, and brand of the retailer.  
Petryna calls this the “art” of buying. This part of the buying  process is run by the gut— 
if the product feels like a good fit to the retailer’s image, if it feels like the kind of big new 
thing that will resonate with customers, then go for it.  

Sandra Avery, Owner of A Special Touch, buys with her gut—and she’s got many years 
of retail buying experience to draw from when making these gut decisions.  
“If I see a product at a show and I really feel great about it, then I’m going to order enough 
to fill my needs,” Avery says. “And sometimes I’ve really taken a chance and ordered big 
numbers, to the point that suppliers would question it.” Sometimes the buy works out, 
and sometimes it doesn’t. That’s part of buying, Avery says.  
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“No matter how good of a buyer you are, you'll make some poor decisions. You’ve got to 
accept that, and learn from them.”  

Know booking deadlines  
Buying works around the supplier’s booking deadlines – the date when retailers need to 
order products for the goods to arrive on time.  

Retailers can use deadlines to their advantage—booking goods well in advance ensures 
retailers will have what they need, and, even better, booking early usually wins retailers 
discounts from suppliers.  

Booking deadlines are an important concern, particularly in today’s retail climate. Most 
suppliers purchase goods from off-shore manufacturers. This kind of buying has lowered 
costs to the consumers but it also requires greater lead time from retailers. There was a 
time when retailers purchased spring fashions in September, now many retailers have to 
book next spring’s orders in July.  

Booking spring orders in July means that retailers can’t gather much data about the 
seasons before they buy, and makes what historical sales data they have even more 
valuable.  

Visit tradeshows  
“I can’t buy from a catalogue,” says Petryna. Most people can’t.  Trade shows and buying 
trips let retailers research the products before committing to the buy.  

Trade shows cost money, especially if the retailer has to travel to  the show. But trade 
shows also let retailers see what’s new, what’s fashionable, who’s selling, and what’s for 
sale in one or two days.  

Petryna attends shows because they make her store more competitive.  Trade shows 
are also more time efficient—going to the sales reps takes less time than having door 
knocking sales reps come to you.  
“I want my business to be seen at the forefront of this industry.  I don’t want to be looking 
old, stale, leftover from previous seasons,” says Petryna. “If you go to the shows it allows 
your store, regardless of where it’s located in the country, to be on the forefront, to be a 
leader.”  
Petryna recommends that retailers take a well-trained, knowledgeable employee to trade 
shows, if it’s in the budget. The perspective of another person who knows your market, 
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your customers, and your store can make the trade show experience more profitable and 
cost-effective.  

“I pride myself in people saying, “Gee I was in Toronto and I just saw that shirt in the front 
of a store, and you’ve got it.  Of course we’ve got it!”  

Buying Groups  
Another way retailers can improve their buying power is to join a buying group. 
Buying groups exist in all retail categories, from grocery to hardware to sports 
equipment. These groups leverage discounts from suppliers by bringing together a 
group of retailers. The logic’s straightforward—the larger the membership, the more 
powerful the buying group, the larger the discounts the retailers get.  

Source for Sports is a buying group for independent sports retailers. The group stages 
buying shows for members, negotiates discounts, payment terms, and freight rates with 
suppliers, recommends listings to members, simplifies the buying process, and consults 
with members about what products and strategies will resonate with the group’s 
customers.  

“[As a buying group], we try to make the retailers’ jobs easier, which is, in its simplest 
form, our job,” says Hume. “Our job is to make our members’ jobs easier and more 
profitable.”  
The services that retailers require from suppliers are just as important as the products 
that they buy. Retail Council of Canada’s Online Suppliers Guide – a fully interactive 
guide that puts buyers in touch with suppliers with just a few clicks of a mouse – helps 
retailers find the services they require. To access the Guide, visit http:// 
rcc.officialbuyersguide.net/  

 


