“Thorncombe Village Shop and Café” Survey Report

September 2010
The Management Committee would like to say very many thanks to all those who responded with so many helpful comments and suggestions. We in turn would wish to reply to the comments which we do below in bold and underlined type face for ease of reference. We believe that very many of the suggestions can be adopted to improve the shop for the community as a whole.
Methodology

A survey questionnaire was handed out to customers in the shop early July 2010 and also distributed by email when possible. The first part of the survey was aimed at all customers to provide feedback about their shopping experience in the shop as well as in the café. The second part was aimed at volunteers.

RESULTS

A total of 91 questionnaires were returned of which 20 volunteers provided feedback. 

91.20% of respondents are regular customers visiting the shop at least once a week.  The main bulk of respondents (46%) are visiting the shop 3 to 5 times a week. 

What respondents like best about the shop are its proximity to home and the fact that it provides an attractive/pleasant environment, closely followed by the facts that there is a good choice of products and it’s a nice community meeting point. 7% of respondents like everything. 

What they dislike most about the shop is that the prices are too high. This is reflected by 17% of respondents. 14% would also like to see extended opening hours. However, 61% had nothing to complain about.

Car parking
Better car parking rates the highest in the list of improvements and was mentioned by 30% of respondents.  It also generated quite a high number of comments. 56% said that we do not provide enough parking, although people are aware that there is no easy solution. Deliveries can be disruptive in terms of noise for neighbouring houses and when it blocks the road and driveways. Not everyone agree to have the decking at the expense of car parking spaces.

Comments: 

· Too many deliveries - noisy and disruptive. 

· Have short term car park only, say 5mn

· The decking and seating have compromised car parking outside the shop. This I feel encourages people to park wider encroaching on the road making it difficult for vehicles to pass, makes it less safe for pedestrians and on occasions causes access difficulties for those properties adjacent. The difficulties are compounded when suppliers make deliveries to the shop. 

· Make it clear to fit 2 cars in outside rather than one parked in the middle!

· Decking area has cut down on what little parking and loading/off loading space available. 
· Some people selfish when parking and take up too much place.
· Parking is bad but there is no alternative to where shop is.
· Shop front often crowded with cars/vans outside. 

· Parking is out of control.

· Parking can be a problem for those visiting from outside Thorncombe.

· Parking is a problem as driveways and the road are blocked regularly.

· New decking makes parking dangerous!

· We question whether the loss of parking space to café decking is cost effective to the shop overall.

· There is only enough space for two cars

· I find the decking takes too much room, making it difficult to park at times.
· Shop staffs that live nearby should walk/cycle to help ease parking problems in village centre or be permitted to park in church car park.
· Opening hours are fine and should not be increased, as this would cause more disruption to those living near by.
The Management Committee proposes marking out the forecourt with white lines to encourage better use of space when parking.  In the long-term we would like to investigate whether additional car parking facilities could be made available in the church car park. 
Shop opening hours
Although 13% of respondents felt that the opening hours were good, 35% said that they were too short and asked for the hours to be extended, mainly in the evening to 6 – 6:30pm and a start of 8am in the morning.
Comments: 

· Longer opening hours would be great (especially an extra 30 minutes in the evening). But we appreciate that being staffed by volunteers is asking a lot! Would the taking increase? Probably not. 

· Post Office counter open in the afternoon or until 2 o'clock

· 8am to 6pm please 

· Could be better opened a bit earlier in the morning for milk, bread, etc..

· Sometimes you need thing before kids go to school or in the summer later at night.

· Maybe you could close during lunch two times a week and open until 6:30 - 7pm on those days . I regulary miss the shop as I return from work at 6pm. I think the café would benefit from Sat pm opening. 

· Longer opening hours would be nice but not crutial. And of course, I realise it depends upon the availability of volunteers 

· Operating hours could be a bit better

· I would appreciate later opening times

· Staying open to 6:30pm would be perfect!

· Earlier opening times would be good. 
· I know that it relies on more helpers but even to 4:30pm on Sat/Sun would be good
· Maybe have one evening opening until 8pm.

The Management Committee recognises that there is a substantial number of people who would like extended opening hours and we would like to find a way of addressing this. The problem is, however, that we have not to-date been able to attract a sufficient body of volunteers, or return the necessary surpluses to employ staff, to achieve extended opening hours. That said the shop is likely to be “open” beyond the official hours when the newspapers are done in the morning and when the cashing- up is done in the evening and customers should not hold back from calling in during these “windows of opportunity” for any essential item.  
Products

77% of respondents are happy with the choice of products on offer but 17% complain about prices being too high and 16% would like to see the range extended. Improvement could be made by also providing more promotions and low price specials. 
People did not complain about the quality of the merchandise in general except for the fruit and veg, which generated quite a number of comments by the lack of quality, freshness or choice.

It was also suggested to feature the meat more prominently and source local direct suppliers (from farms).

Over 45% % of customers do not always find what they need with the problem of low stock level being mentioned as an important draw back.

Customers have suggested the following improvements
· More in the way of delicatessen / meat products - locally made pies, sausages - ideas for an instant lunch or supper.

· Stock some greeting cards (blank) with views of Dorset scenery as stocked by previous shop.

· More local ordinance survey maps for the tourist trade

· Small tins of beans and tomatoes (single portion)

· More locally sourced products

· Stock gluten-free section & gluten-free sausages 
· More choice of lunch box cakes

· More bread products like pancakes, crumpets

· More goat products like butter and cheeses

· More local produce - connect with local farms, i.e forde abbey meat.

· Order fresh fish, maybe just once a month

· Perhaps have another blackboard outside with specials on plus seasonal products ie. BBQ meats in the summer as meats are not advertised anywhere else.
· Bread to be available earlier in the day

· Big container of full fat milk. Too much emphasis given to semi-skimmed.

· More West Country essentials (fruit scones, clotted cream).

· Low price specials and promotions with a bargain corner: Everything for £1 for example. 

· Deli counter needs improvement - cakes and olives not good mixture. Olives needs to always be covered as next to cakes. 

Other comments: 

· Some goods are too expensive.

· There's honestly nothing I could find fault with. When I have put in a request (only once) it was in stock the next time I went in. 

· Sometimes lack on choice of vegetables. 

· Far too much chillers space (uneconomical). Needs better range of dry goods. All the refrigerated space is bad for the environment. 

· Sometimes no bread.

· Fruits and Veg looking rather sorry at times. 

· Shelves very often empty - the stock should be replenished more often. Some basic products not available although requested (ie. Unsalted butter). The Yarty valley milk brand tastes horrible and the full fat countrywide is never available. 

· Products are available some days and not other days so we can never trust to find what we need (ie. Smoked fish).

· The meat is not being displayed well.

· Too much fancy food, not enough basics. No jars of paste. 

· Better fresh fruits and Veg

· All of the produce goes off very fast like veg, milk and cream. 

· Too many items sold in small sizes.

· Bread which is put in bags at the end of the day should be stored in a cool box container outside so it's not dried up for early customers next day. 

· A better selection of fresh meat would be good.

· Too much space taken up with spices, herbs and nuts. Is this range of products giving the best return for the space taken up?

· I do feel it would be good to have more locally made fresh items i.e pies, flans, etc. (things for a quick meal when you need it in a hurry!)

· Lovely ham.

· Quality of veg has improved but can be old on occasion

· I visited a farm in Yorkshire who had a huge range of puddings/flours / savouries all gluten free. Owner said very popular and people travelled quite a way just for them. 

· Skim milk very often in short supply. Not only are many goods over priced, but they are not all particularly good quality. The shop needs more "generic Products". I have also been unhappy with some of the veg purchased.

· Often out of stock of some of the basic generic products. 

· Fruit/Veg - preferred original layout near door & chill cabinet. Could be a little more available - eye kept on produce that has gone over. Prices quite high. Meat - wider variety needed - not everyone can afford Denhay products. Local butcher (perry street) makes fabulous sausages. Meat from Forde Abbey's Devon Reds?

· Haven't really noticed any special offers and promotions. Sometimes the fruit and veg can look a bit "tired".

· Not enough promotions and specials. 

· Fruits & vegetables could be better at times. Not always as good as I was hoping for. I preferred Genesis meats for better value.

· Can you not get meat straight from a farmer?
· I feel there is an over emphasis on Gourmet/deli products. The shop needs to have a product range that reflects the desires of all. Top end products will if they exceed the sale by/use date have greater losses associated with them. Is there any data capture and monitoring of this? If there are significant losses associated with these products affecting the overall profitability of the shop can the stocking of them be justified?
· Quality of veg a bit random. Local stuff good though. Some products not always there, ie. Chili puffs!

· Sometimes veg goes quite quickly. I think veg are expensive and cheaper foods could be on sale. Or buy 1 get 1 free on certain things. 
· The quality of merchandise is not always of high quality and not enough promotions. The fruit and Veg are not always good. 

· Very pleasant shopping experience but slightly disappointed in choice of fruit, veg, bread and 'west country essentials
· Perhaps the shop has to decide if it is to concentrate on the local community or include passing trade. While the latter may be lucrative it does increase the pressure on volunteers as the service expands. As the volunteers' task becomes more complicated and boring I think this will increase the drop out ratio.  
Our policy is to concentrate on ensuring that our best selling items are always stocked and to seek to achieve an overall margin of not less than 25% on what we sell. This is the margin we are advised that is required if a shop of the sort we are is to break even. Such a margin clearly acts as a constraint on the prices at which we are able to sell our products.

We believe that very many of the comments in the survey can be accommodated within this policy and Alex is actively working on implementing them. In particular, we want to
(a) emphasise local produce;

(b) concentrate on seasonal vegetables;

(c) improve on the “freshness” of perishable goods;

(d) stock locally prepared “ready made” meals;

(e) Consider a gluten free section;

(f)promote fresh fish and meat;

(g) advertise new product choices in advance; and

(h) re-organise the range of frozen produce to reduce the use of chillers/freezers. 

Customers can request new items/products via our suggestions book in the shop and we are taking on board all items suggested provided that the items in question will not be “left on the shelf”. 

Shop Environment and Layout

It is highly acknowledge that the shop offer a pleasing environment. 79% of respondents agreed that it has modern looking equipment and fixture. 

However critics has been made with regards to the layout and product arrangement. It’s not always possible to easily find the product you are looking for. This has not being helped by the fact that some of the products have changed places. 

It is also too narrow for pushchairs and disables to get around.  19% disagree with the fact that the shop provides a shop layout easy for customers to move around. 26% do not easily find the product they are looking for. 

Quite a few comments were made about the heat in the shop, which has now been addressed. 

Comments: 

· Top marks for external appearance and internal layout. 

· It is exactly what a community should be about. Warm and welcoming. Great produce and a comfortable environment.
· I find the layout cramped for the space and often can't locate the goods I want. 
· Seems to be a lot of talk about cleaning but apparently hasn't happened. Shelves need to be dusted rather than wiped. 
· It hasn't helped moving things around but I understand the reasons why (produce going off because of the heat). 
· Finding products can be compromised by the limited space for "signage". Maybe a very simple "product map" indicating when certain types of goods are to be found could help. 
· Would make more sense to have all chilled items in the same place. Narrowness of aisles often makes it difficult to move around the store. 
· Find the aisles too narrow to see what is on the shelves properly. 
· General cleanliness. It is often too busy around the till with promotional products.    
· The books shelve looks messy and is taking valuable selling space.
Comments centre around difficulties in finding products. We are looking at lay- out generally, as well as some form of signage and/or product map to see if this helps in locating products.
Customer Service

The shop provides a good service and many acknowledged that the shop is a good link in the community. 

Concerns are raised about the checkout.  29% think that it is too slow and some respondents are suggesting either another till or a better training for volunteers.  A few are frustrated with the fact that some staff and volunteers tend to chat too much even though there is a queue.

It is also recognised that volunteers are doing a great job but the quality of service varies depending on who is serving you at the time. This is especially relevant in the café where the quality of your cup of coffee or meal is not always consistent.  5% of respondent do not find the staff always courteous. 

Comments: 

· Employees/Volunteers are only courteous depending on who you are!! Very sad. Everyone deserves prompt and equal service. This is supposed to be OUR shop - that means all of us!! Not all staff as welcoming as others.
· Most of the volunteers/staff are courteous but not always.
· There should be more than one till if possible.
· The lovely thing about the shop is that if you are visiting it is a social experience, friendly, with the screen to watch for village information. I would feel comfortable if I was truly in a hurry to make my apologies and beg to cheekily jump the queue.
· I accept that trained professionals do not staff the shop but a little more contact with the customer would soon enhance the atmosphere, making it less like a social club. I know that getting the balance right is difficult but it can be done.
· Sometimes the till service is rather slow, although the staff are always really polite and eager to help.
· I have always found staff to be courteous and the service good however this is not the experience of all.

· Sometimes the staff could be friendlier and more welcoming.
· Sometimes check out can be very slow due to the lack of knowledge, but this is not normally a problem - more time to socialise!
· Perhaps a second till?

· Checkout can be slow at times.
· When shop is busy, one till causes a bottleneck. It's not the fault of the staff and maybe we can come up with a creative solution? Can't think of one for now!
· Check out: Fast enough for me but some people, mainly outsiders, get a bit impatient! 

· Perhaps better training of counter staffing the till 
· More cover is needed when Alex is away or off sick for the post office. Very inconvenient when people wish to use the post office and it's closed at its usual hours. 
· Perhaps better training of counter staffing the till. 
· Only one till/pay point can be mildly annoying - queues build up rapidly. 
· Sometimes the service is a little slow but otherwise no complaints. 
· Great to have the café but a "good" coffee does depend on who is making it! 
· Random quality of the coffee depending on who makes it. 

· Volunteer service valuable - many excellent. Some too prone to chatter when there is a queue.
The results of the survey are being published so volunteers and staff will be aware of customers’ views. We are hopeful that the comments will be taken on board.

With regard to volunteers, an insufficient number of villagers are putting their names forward; those that do, do varying amounts of time (for which we are all very grateful) so that the level of experience will vary. Whilst training is provided, we feel we cannot be too prescriptive or demanding of those who give of their time freely. We think that type of service provided is very much a part of the “village shop” ethos (an ethos that has much to recommend it). 

Café
78% of respondents said that the café is important as a service. 92% had no suggestions for new products to be sold in the café. 

Suggestions given by the others: 

- Jacket potatoes & toasted sandwiches.
- Hot soups in winter.
- More seasonal fruits

- Pre-packed sandwich

- Surprised not t find the essential ingredients of cream teas (ie. Clotted cream) on store shelves. 

- Perhaps fruit and Veg smoothies. Could use up some produce that needs to move on!

- The mix is perfect. Can you serve a glass of wine with Lunch? Nice earner if so!

Comments: 

· Although the café might bring clientele, it shouldn't be expanded too much as it creates a lot more unpleasant work for volunteers. Volunteer initially signed up to serve in the shop but not necessarily doing cafes, sandwich and a ton of washing up! It’s not surprising of people dropping out. 
· Love the range of cakes but they went up 25p a slice and that's a bit much when you have a family. 

The café is certainly a profitable part of the shop. We will vary what is served on a seasonal basis and also make as much use as possible of components in café products to mitigate wastage. We would like to develop an “ordering” service so that sandwiches can be prepared in advance. Wine served on the premises would be in breach of our licence (unfortunately)! 
Range of services
Out of the list of additional services provided by the shop, Wifi and fax service ranked the lowest in terms of importance.  77% feel that these 2 services are not important. 

The “loan box” also ranked low with only 34% telling that it is an important service. 
The services ranking the highest are the Post Office (95% Important to very important), followed by the electronic advertising board (87%). It is surprising to also notice how important the fact of being a “Parcels Pick up point” is with 80% of respondents saying that it was an important to very important service to offer. Perhaps this should be advertised a bit more. 

The café and cash back facility rank quite highly with a 78% rate of importance. 

Quite a few respondents mentioned that they were not aware that some of these services were available.  We should maybe consider advertising these features on the electronic board. 

Results
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Post office 5% 95%
Electronic advertising board 13% 87%
Parcels pick up point 20% 80%
Café 22% 78%
Cash back 22% 78%
Shopping bag loan 28% 72%
Discounts for community

functions 31% 69%
Air ambulance lottery 33% 67%
Information board 35% 65%
Laundry/ Dry cleaning 43% 58%
Book exchange 44% 56%
Phone top up 44% 56%
Discounts for private

functions 49% 51%
Photocopy 51% 49%
Account 57% 43%
Shop vouchers 63% 37%
Electricity top up keys 65% 35%
Loan Box 66% 34%
Wifi 77% 24%
Fax service 77% 23%





Other suggestions of services or comments provided by respondents: 

· Events where local suppliers present their products with tasters. 

· I was unaware that the shop offered these services so perhaps more information. 
· Help with plastic recycling. Suggest investigating a heat recovery system to reduce energy usage, even solar panels. We're in the green age and need to reduce our carbon footprint and save energy costs. 
· The elderly house bound may appreciate door delivery. 
· I wasn't aware many of the above were available - are they listed anywhere?
· What about personal shopping and delivery for the elderly and disabled residents of Thorncombe! 

· You have thought of it all! Congratulations on an amazing success. 
· Used to use the book exchange - never bother now as table and chairs in way. Used to keep an eye on john's shop window - never look now as the board is tucked away at the far end with decking in the way. 

· Please correct signage on bread stand - anything ordered is in advance; "pre-ordered" is tautology! But any shop that can sell salt labeled "Naturally Naughty" has my support! 
· Although many of the serices offered are unimportant to me personally, some are essential to others, e.g. electricity top up key facility. 
· The bulk ordering of domestic oil is great.
· Cash machine would be good in future. 

· Cash machine that doesn't charge for any cash withdrawal. 
· Although some services are not important to me, in my opinion they are all very important to the community 
· DVD Library (exchange) with donation made to charity
The conclusion here clearly is that we need to publicise more what we do via the information screen and by other means. This is in hand.

Bulk ordering of domestic fuel needs to be added to the list.

As a community enterprise, we have provided a delivery service for elderly and disabled residents on an ad hoc basis. This could be doing with being put on a more formal basis but this requires volunteers (as to the level of volunteer help, please see below). We are, however, currently looking closely at whether such a delivery service is something that can be organised. 
Volunteering
Out of the 71 respondents not currently volunteering in the shop or café, 6 have expressed some interest in starting to volunteer. The names of these contacts (when given) have been provided to Mike by email and I suggest that these people are contacted to arrange training. 

The reason given for not volunteering is mailing due to lack of time (70%).  26% said that it did not appeal to them or it was too daunting. 

Other reasons or comments provided by respondents: 

· 3 children to look after - 1 is 12 weeks old!

· Too old. 

· Bad health. 

· I cannot stand for any length of time due to osteoarthritis. Also find crowds difficult to cope with. 
· Not a local. 

· Unable at present but if medication starts to work would like to. 
· Perhaps volunteers could be offered a discount of say 5%

· Other volunteering commitments
If there is one thing that prejudices the long-term success of the shop and its ability to provide for the community, it is the lack of a sufficient number of volunteers.  We are currently looking at some alternatives to deal with the problem.  
There are a number of people who presently devote any thing up to 10 hours a week volunteering in the shop – they could not be criticised if they were to run out of goodwill.
Let’s say, if 10 out of the 71 respondents referred to above came forward and volunteered, a serious issue for the shop would be instantly addressed. If the services the shop currently provides were to be cut back, it is an almost certainty the reason will be that there is insufficient volunteer help. It’s the community’s call.

OTHER GENERAL COMMENTS

· I think you have all done a great job!

· Lovely shop - long may it continue! Well done. Sorry don't help or use much - trying!

· Many thanks to everyone associated with Thorncombe village shop for their hard work and patience with customers. Well done. 

· I think the shop is great. You seem to have found a winning formula. The building / location places many restrictions on potential improvements and you can never please all the people all of the time so just keep doing what you are already doing. 

· You are all doing a very good job. Keep it up - we all wish for continued success.

· It's lovely to be treated as an individual and known by most. 

· I think that everyone concerned should give themselves a huge pat on the back. For me, it has given the community a real heart and is responding extremely well to the needs of the village - well done!

· A fantastic addition to the village - we now no longer visit the supermarket or hardly!

· We strive to do our best to suit everyone’s needs. 

· Yes. I have no complaints really. The shop is great
· The shop is generally more appealing than its previous incarnation however this I feel is a secondary importance. It is a facility for the whole community and needs to feel accessible to all. I have always found staff to be courteous and the service good however this is not the experiences of all. It is important to recognise that some individuals in the community will not make their feelings known for whatever reason, may not complete this questionnaire or no longer use the shop. Unfortunately, this information cannot and will not be captured. I feel there is an over emphasis on Gourmet/deli products. The shop needs to have a product range that reflects the desires of all. Top end products will if they exceed the sale by/use date have greater losses associated with them. Is there any data capture and monitoring of this? If there are significant losses associated with these products affecting the overall profitability of the shop can the stocking of them be justified? With regards to the attitude and arrogance of some of the management committee re: the heat recovery system and the noise associated with it, I feel they should be more sensitive to the feelings of those in the immediate vacinity. I am sure they would be less enthusiastic about the installation if they were affected by the noise.
As regards the last comment, as stated above, the policy on stock is to ensure that the best selling items are always on the shelves. It has taken a period of trading, obviously, to ascertain which products present the best sellers, but our monthly budget for stock purchasing is fixed at a level that ensures this policy is adhered to. Wastage is recorded through the EPOS and Sage systems and is captured as an item in the monthly financial figures. We utilise "perishable" products which might otherwise waste in cafe products as much as possible; e.g. bread pudding, soups. Our average monthly wastage figure for the year to-date (which we are always looking to reduce) is approximately £162 per month (1.3% of sales). We are advised that this figure  is lower than the norm for a retail outlet like ours.


*****
