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Abstract 

This paper aims to analyze the dynamics of retail innovation and store format, in particular underlining the 

variables that have led retailers in a return to the concept of neighbourhood, understood as relational proximity to 

the consumer. 

In particular, it shows that the concept of neighbourhood is evolving towards new patterns that deviate from 

previous interpretations of literature that identified under a purely dimensional aspect; today the format of 

neighbourhood is synonymous with relational proximity with the consumer and this assumption leads to consider 

proximity also a large store. The economic crisis and the changing lifestyles of consumers have brought 

independent and associate retailers to reinterpret its format by thinking like a basket of attributes, which includes 

further services in order to satisfy better consumer needs. The work shows that retail innovation is oriented 

towards the concept of relational proximity, whose main strength is the ability of the entrepreneur to be in direct 

relationship with its customers and to be able to get and interpret changes in the market, thus creating a 

sustainable competitive advantage.  
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1. Introduction  

The reference literature ascribes increasing importance to the issue of retail innovation, with particular reference 

to the tendency to innovate the format by resuming a concept of proximity that goes beyond the simple spatial 

and dimensional characteristics, but that focuses on establishing relationships of loyalty with the consumer. In 

the first part of the work there is a review of the most relevant literature on the topic of retailing innovation 

(Pastore, Pellegrini, Ravazzoni, 2001; Castaldo, 2008; Alexander, Phillips, Shaw, 2008; Fornari, 2009; Lugli, 

2009; Castaldo, Mauri, 2010; Quinn, Barry, 2013) understood as a morphogenetic process behind evolution of 

retailing techniques in time and space, not sequential and not continuous(Sansone, 2002),and – briefly – on the 

main theories that explain how innovation processes arise in terms of concept and format, with the increasing 

complexity of retail organization, with the increase of its bargaining power in the distribution channel and of the 

horizontal and vertical competition. 

It’s relevant – for scholars and for managers – to understand the reasons why commercial enterprises innovate, 

which are generally summarized in three main categories (Environmental factors, demand factors and supply 

factors) (Cardinali, 2009); it is equally important to understand how these factors influence the emergence of 

new distribution formulas and how much innovation is perceived by the consumer.  

The case analysed is UniCoopFirenze that in recent years has revised the concept of superstores and 

simultaneously has reduced hypermarkets in its portfolio of types of stores: at the end of March 2015 it has 

renovated a supermarket in Tuscany, launching a new concept of neighbourhood, looking for a target, the elderly, 
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which is becoming increasingly important, making an innovation of concept that reproduces a real market. 

2. The Evolution of Retail Innovation: An Overview 

The issue of retail innovation and its complexity determine the need to investigate this topic with a holistic 

approach. In general, it can identify different distinctive elements of innovation: the production of a discontinuity 

in the effects of business conduct; the derivation from careful planning in the phase of design and/or 

implementation; the appreciation - or, at least, the acceptance -by the market, or otherwise, by the recipients of 

the proposed change, that otherwise results in a sporadic and unsuccessful attempt. 

The different distinctive elements of business innovation just described contribute also to avoid creating 

misunderstandings and unfounded beliefs, such as those who see innovation as a solution for past inefficient and 

customary management or as a product of fortuitous and exceptional events. 

Rather, each operator must be aware that be innovative and researching innovation require intensive resources 

and produce more often negative and ruinous outcomes; nevertheless, innovation, for the many reasons set out 

above, is an increasingly important objective, and remains, in any case, the most direct, rapid and perceivable 

manner to achieve competitive advantages. 

In line with the qualification of business innovation, the commercial innovation must be understood as the 

morphogenetic process behind a not sequential and continuous evolution, of distributive technique in time and 

space. It's important that the store is a central element of the retailer's offer; it can therefore be argued that retail 

innovation is the store innovation that is a type of store essentially unpublished introduced on market, diversified 

or even differentiated with respect to the types already observed (Sansone, 2004). 

Among the advanced reconstructions from the early twentieth century, stand out those of Schumpeter, who – in 

his first proposition – significantly emphasizes the voluntary feature, by electing the innovation as a crucial 

vehicle of profitability and of growth of the enterprise and by identifying the cause in the search of the maximum 

production efficiency. However, later he revises its position and proposes a reversal of the relationship between 

profit and innovative capacity; so the latter becomes a subset of the strongest and established enterprises that are 

able to consolidate its market position by counteracting the natural obsolescence of the technical and productive 

solutions. 

No less important is the proposition formulated by Cyert and March, which locates in the competitive pressure 

the primary factor propelling innovation; with this a company seeks to achieve the acquisition of a competitive 

advantage that, however, does not crystallize in a monopoly position, because of increasing of capital mobility 

and of transferability of technologies. 

However, both theories mentioned confirm the qualification of business innovation previously exposed, followed 

by the corollary of orderliness and planning as conditions for the success of the renewal. 

In other words, the arguments advanced remove the myth of innovation as an inefficient and customary past 

management; in fact the change cannot be a contingent solution for the enterprise, especially for those that are in 

difficulty or poorly competitive. 

On the contrary the innovation must be a permanent tension, which uses the resources accumulated during 

periods of increased vitality. So, it arrives to the vision of aptitude at the change as a modusoperandi typical of 

the individual enterprise, whose aim is precisely to prevent the phenomena of crystallization of management on 

paradigms not appropriate to demand and to the competitive environment and tosearch for better performance. 

Referring to marketing channels, the concept of innovation on the one hand must be seen as strategic activity for 

both industrial and distribution firms to acquire a competitive advantage, and on the other hand, it should be seen 

as a changing process of the economic function of the distribution systems (Musso, 2010).  

During almost a century several theories on the evolution of retail innovation have been proposed. The main lines 

of research on the one hand analyzed the relationships between industries and retailers, focusing on observation of 

industrial manufacturer and of its marketing mix. The retail distribution system was considered a mere instrument, 

used by the industry, for the development of marketing policies needed to place its products on the consumer 

market. On the other hand it has analyzed the evolutionary dynamics of the distribution system. In some cases the 

subject of study was the entire system, in other the distribution channel, focusing on the intermediaries; in still other 

cases, it has been treated specifically the distribution format including those relating to the retail. 

As for the second line of research, various authors propose a schematic summary consisting essentially of three 

sections: descriptive approach; mechanistic and evolutionary approach; multi-criteria evolutionary approach 

(Sansone, 2006). 
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The descriptive approach analyzes the different retail formula identifying some possible criteria for classification. 

The main investigations carried out in this context limited to a few factors the basis of classification of the 

institutions of the retail, differentiating them by the use of a discriminating best-known research refer to the type 

of product sold, to the behaviour of consumers or to the sales strategies adopted. These studies do not provide 

useful indications for the identification of an evolutionary paradigm that is able to explain the present structure 

and even more predict the transformations that the retail system may undergo in the future. 

The descriptive analysis, limiting itself to classify the various types of retail formulas, does not respond to the 

needs that industrial and commercial companies have in relation to the possibility of prediction of the occurrence 

of new formulas of sale. The need to identify a valid component induced researchers to be interested in elements, 

derived from the economic and social environment. These elements while having a less immediate relationship 

with the business sector should be able to interact with it and represent, therefore, the incentive to clarify the 

change. In summary the need shared is to replace the merely descriptive analysis approach with something more 

complex. The real goal is summed up in a forecast of a new sales formula. 

The first models analyzed, able to explain in a historical perspective the evolution of the retail distribution 

system, were mechanistic. This, probably, in virtue of the theories of causality active in those years and 

meaningful solutions proposed by them, with regard to different areas of knowledge. Essentially the mechanistic 

evolutionary approach is concerned with identifying the cause that gives to retail the evolutionary dynamics and 

tries to predict the future transformations, by designing them as the necessary result of certain conditioning 

factors that can be summarized in a synthetic and efficient "cause". 

Among these, the theory of "big disturbance" considers the so-called innovative competition as efficient cause of 

the evolution of the distribution system. 

To understand the limits of validity it must first accept this assumption: maintaining the usual management 

techniques as a part of a static distribution system prevents the establishment of a competitive environment and 

therefore the contention of the market remains stationary. So, where is manifest a competition it can implicitly 

consider that the business environment is evolving. 

Said that, according to Schumpeter, in addition to traditional competition coming from the other retailer like 

those already on the market, it can find, as a factor for innovation, the competition resulting from the entry into 

the market of new organizations with characteristics that result in an imitative large process. 

The innovative strength possessed by the new distributive institution, causes a disruption of the market and the 

unbalanced of the distribution system as a whole. Consequently, it arises a process of rearrangement that sees, by 

the new entrants in the market and by those already present, an increasing willpower to achieve a overall 

commercial proposal that is satisfactory to the consumer. The course developed by the operators, the actions, the 

corrective and rapid adjustments help to create and amplify progressively the "big disturbance." Therefore, new 

organizational models and new sales systems born and above all it occurs a more efficient relationship between 

costs and incomes. 

In the second half of the twentieth century, the conceptual elaboration that has most influenced the thinking on 

innovation of forms of distribution is, without doubt, the Theory of the wheel of retailing. This formulation is set 

on the assumption that, being the distribution structures a true product of the trade, it can extend to them the 

theory of the existence of a process of birth, growth and decline, not dissimilar from that is observed to the 

industrial goods. 

The first contributions to this theory dates back to 1958 thanks to the studies of MP McNair; it was then 

formalized some years later thanks to the support of Hollander (1960). 

The Theory of the wheel of retailing was been brought into question by scholars who have highlighted the 

limitations inherent in this approach. First of all, the first appearance of weakness highlighted is the role of 

businesses, if in the same form have the same type of conduct, although these are subjects autonomous in 

decisional chooses. In second place it is completely neglected the importance of the environment that is 

considered static and unchanging, in contrast to the systemic and constructivist theories that consider it subjected 

to the evolutionary dynamics. Then, the references to the reactions, that could have the competition in the 

moment in which it is stated on the market the new formula, are completely absent. 

With the attempt to overcome the limitations described, it is developed the dialectical model, including the 

analysis of the competitors' reaction to entry in the market of a new formula. 

The theory is substantiated by an interpretation of reality based on a cognitive tool borrowed by philosophical 

speculation. From two positions antithetical to each other (thesis and antithesis) can deduce consequences 
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(synthesis) that does not properly belong to none of the starting position, according to the consolidated thought 

in philosophy. It is the mediation between opposites that generates the synthesis, in turn then intended to act as a 

target point to discuss because opposable of a further concept antithetical that will be generated. So this process 

is to be considered as a circular increasing (in terms of conceptual distance from the primary thesis) that 

improves the previous assumptions, overcoming the opposition and bringing out a positive result from the 

resolution of opposites. A significant advantage of this process is his unstoppable becoming by which the reality 

is always evolving and tending. 

The retailers adapt its strategy to that of their competitors, following a temporal process that sees primarily the 

innovator in contrast to the present retail formulas (that represent the thesis); subsequently, by the arrangement 

generated by the interaction of both counterparties, the synthesis (new formula) arises, that in turn will be thesis 

for another antithesis and that, very soon, will converge towards a subsequent synthesis. 

For complete analysis, including that it cites the model of the life cycle of Retail: similar to the theories for the 

product, Davidson, Bates and Bass (1976) considered worthwhile to assign to each retail formula a curve of 

lifecycle. 

Probably the weakness of this theory consists in choosing the efficient cause: it cannot explain a phenomenon in 

the light of a single conditioning variable, nor it can believe there is a necessary relationship between the 

efficient cause (independent variable) and the effect (change of the sale formula). For this reason, none of the 

theories derived from this approach seems to have stood over the years to the criticism of scholars.  

In an effort to broaden reference environment, such as to justify new formulas, multi-criteria models were born. 

They consider the evolution of the distribution formulas such as the result of the synergic action of several 

variables; these variables relate to features inside the formula itself, but also, and perhaps above all, to particular 

aspects of the external environment.  

The latest theories that the retailer puts in place in order to systematize the vast amount of innovations – even at the 

micro level –have identified some macro-categories within which it implements innovation processes (Castaldo, 

Mauri, 2008): 

- Strategic 

- Operational 

- Relational 

The strategic dimension refers to innovations that affect store image perceived by consumers thanks to 

communication activities implemented by the company. For this purpose it is important to evaluate the impact that 

the innovative content of a format can have on the customer's perceptive dimension that allows him to categorize 

the format according to a certain kind of distribution.  

The second level is the operating dimension refers to the more traditional methods of creating value in retailing, 

using the levers of the marketing mix: assortment, communication, environment sales and services, that are 

important elements of strengthening of the commercial offer.Acting on the operational dimension it can generate a 

particular attractiveness by developing strong relationships with consumers through a reshaping of the offer based 

on the needs identified. 

The third level includes the innovative actions involving non-traditional areas of value creation but refer to the 

introduction of new instruments affecting the relational sphere helping to strengthen the relationship between the 

business enterprise and consumers. In particular, referring to the innovations in experiential shopping, in customer 

orientation with the participation of micro-marketing, in the e-tailing, that is the use of technological tools to 

establish a direct contact as well as interactive with consumers (Castaldo, Botti, 1999).  

2.1Innovation Factors in Retail 

At this point it is useful to investigate the factors that induce retailers to innovate.  

The reasons that induced the commercial enterprises to take an increasingly focus on innovation are varied but 

can be summarized in three main categories (Cardinali, 2009): environmental factors, factors of demand and 

factors of supply. 

Environmental factors include changes in laws, economic, social and technological changes that have affected 

and still affect the commercial distribution sector. 

Just think of the strong regulation to which they were subjected retailers before the introduction of the Bersani 

law that has helped create a real boost to trade freeing him from deep bureaucracy that characterized it. From the 
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economic point of view we must consider the deep recession that the country is going through, with the 

consequent lowering of the income and the change in consumer purchases that have led many commercial 

enterprises to change their competitive strategies; Istat confirmed then a demographic shift due to an ageing of 

population and the growth of one-person households. From the technological point of view the development of 

innovations related to ICT (Information and communication technologies) that have influenced aspects of 

information management, processes, control systems, have further influenced the trading companies to exploit 

their potential.  

Additional driver for retail's innovation concerns the demand factors and therefore the impact gave by 

consumption patterns and lifestyles on the purchasing behaviour of consumers. In particular, reference is made to 

the growing disloyalty to brands and products, the increased polarization of demand, the increase in unplanned 

purchases and the great importance given to the experience of purchase that led to the rise of experiential 

marketing whose biggest exponent are Pine and Gilmore (1999). 

As stated previously, compared to mature markets, modernization and innovation of the retail impulses coming 

from macro and micro environment. The relevance in an innovative process of retail is generated on the basis of 

the action of common and integrated forces acting simultaneously in a local context. Assuming a subdivision in 

strands of literature reference, it is possible to identify at least five types of analyzes that consider the relationship 

between elements of the macro-micro-environment and processes to stimulate innovation (Bruni, 2014): 

- Global crisis, economic difficulties and innovation the reference literature (Castaldo, 2008; Fornari, 2009 

and Lugli, 2009) shows that in extreme uncertainty it can trigger the search for value by retailers by 

adapting their business model to the new needs of consumers through increased investment in various 

activities and marketing efforts. 

- Changes in consumption and innovation; According to some authors (Shepherd, Pellegrini, Ravazzoni, 

2001) the process of modernization of the distribution system is determined by changes in the structure of 

consumption and in buying patterns that have contributed to a cyclical evolution of demand for goods and 

commercial services; a fundamental role is exercised, then, by the economic crisis (Castaldo, 2008; 

Fornari, 2009; Lugli, 2009) that had an impact on three organizational areas of large retail: reports of 

trade marketing, decisions regarding the quantitative development of network, the declination of the 

levers of retail. 

- Management organization development and innovation; considering the high level of competitiveness of 

enterprises of the distribution (Covin e Slevin, 1989), LSD changes his offer mainly through the 

reorganization of assortment for size distribution and the reinterpretation of format (Badot, 2000; Filser, 

2002; Moati, 2001; Sansone, 2004); it is detected (Pepe and Musso, 2009) dynamism, wealth - in some 

cases - and flexibility of assortments of products and services, pursued three main directions: an intense 

rate of innovation, an articulated policy of private label products and a greater involvement with the local 

context. 

- Search for new markets and innovation; some studies reported in the literature reference dealt with the 

relationship between business innovation of commercial distribution and the research of new market 

segments; some authors have analyzed the issue with reference to the role of regulation in the 

development of the performance of the retail market; others have dealt with the importance of the new 

format and concept in identifying new markets (Griffith and Harmgart, 2008) or enlargement of the 

services offered or organizational and interpersonal modality and management in general (Bell and 

Cuthbertson, 2004). 

- Urban regeneration and innovation; In particular, the works on neighbourhood businesses studied the 

importance of economic activities in the city compared to the development of the economy and quality of 

life because of the stimulus to innovation and of influence on community cohesion (Coca-Stefaniak et al, 

2005) on the wealth of the neighbourhood and the place, the diversity of choice for consumers. 

3. The New Concept of Proximity 

The issue of retail innovation is long been the subject of literature studies. Since 1976 it has developed a series of 

studies that have shown on the one hand that the weakening of local markets and the expansion of large stores 

and on the other hand the consumer perception that identified small neighbourhood shops as not comfortable, led 

to the decline of small retail, especially independent ones (Davies 1976; Dawson 2000; Dawson and Kirby 1979; 

Maroney 1976). This decline reduced the variety of formats and made less stable the local economy. The large 

stores were in fact usually located outside of the big cities: the choice of location outside the city was due on the 
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one hand by the need to find suitable space to implant the new forms of distribution, and the other by the 

growing use of car in the private mobility that urban expansion-residential areas increasingly peripheral. The 

desertification of city centres caused in those years the closure of many businesses. The phenomenon of 

significant reduction of traditional stores led to obvious negative effects related to the reduction of local services 

and therefore a consequent weakening of the relational system.  

In reference literature, very often the concept of proximity has been used for a comparison with large areas 

located off-city, arguing that consumers are willing to visit more distant store for an offer that recognizes an 

higher added value. Especially the reasons that over time have led consumers toward large retailers are 

summarized in socio-demographic causes such as the increasing of income per capita, young age, a good level of 

education and inadequate commercial structures local. 

However in recent years this trend is being reversed and the data seem to support this thesis. It therefore speaks 

of a return to the vicinity of a trend in consumer to prefer proximity retail outlets than large distribution. The 

signals in this area are many and they are phenomena that are taking place in a very broad context that goes far 

beyond the Italian borders. 

The concept of proximity and closeness has assumed a secondary role in the retail system, but it has evolved into 

new dimensions that go beyond purely spatial characteristics. 

In fact, the recent literature in various scientific fields focuses on other types of proximity that you must consider 

integrated with each other, for a complete analysis (Bruni, 2014): Institutional (Kirat and Lung 1999), cultural 

(Gill and Butler 2003), organizational (Meisters and Werker 2004), social (Bradshaw, 2001), technological 

(Greunz 2003), cognitive (Nooteboom, 1999; 2000). In particular the prospect related to spatial proximity is no 

longer a necessary condition for the dissemination of knowledge; it can find it in organizational proximity, 

cognitive and cultural. It is emerging between scholars the concept of relational proximity that, in any case, is 

facilitated by the physical proximity between subjects. In the past the neighbourhood shops were those that 

guaranteed a high service of proximity and also provided for purchase in emergency. Today the term of 

"proximity" has a wider meaning: also a large store far from the consumer can be considered "proximity" if 

presents the characteristics of "relational proximity" with the consumer by establishing a long-term relationship 

of loyalty with it. 

The reference literature has not dealt specifically the concept of "close relationship". The contributions about 

relationship marketing are numerous, but rarely these aspects are addressed organically and with reference to the 

concept of "spatial proximity" with the consumer. Trying to define the concept of "proximity relationship" it has 

to consider some areas of research, noting, in this regard, a gap in the study of the presence of many jobs that 

hardly have linked the need to satisfy the need for "emergency" the need for a short distance between the 

distributor and the consumer and the need to tighten a strong relationship with the customer. In literature there is 

no specific definition of the new proximity –"close relationship" – which stems from a strong stimulus to the 

strengthening of relations with the consumer, with the territory and with the 'company itself, and not from a 

regulatory approach, dimensional or space. 

Ultimately, synthesizing the concepts just expressed it can be stated that the system of the elements of innovation 

in enterprises and the growing retail market mutations stimulates a relational approach between retailer and 

customer, as to bring out some features in the management of retail businesses that define the proximity 

"relational". 

Through the study of literature reference it is possible to profile the characteristics of the "new proximity" and 

the factors that incentive to assess it. 

The need of independent retailers or associated with large-scale distribution of to strengthen customer 

relationships and innovate their format and concept of sale, comes from some factors that pushed them to new 

ways of thinking about proximity. 

These elements can be summarized as: economic difficulties and the global economic crisis, changes in 

consumption, competition, professional training; the influence of the media; generational change; influence of 

trade associations. 

These factors led to the neighbourhood store to revisit their offer so that it was able to satisfy the needs of 

consumers and be more responsive to their needs. 

This is how the new proximity store ensures greater quality of its products and a higher level of integrated 

services in order to survive to external changes. 
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These stimulating factors were not only exogenous to the company but the need to change their characteristics 

has been felt from the inside: improved training and management of a planned strategy have allowed more 

openness to new things and opportunities that the external environment proposes. 

The incentives arising from the external and innate characteristics of commercial enterprises have led the 

traditional retailers to innovate and invest in a set of tools that allow it to reposition itself on the market as well. 

The predisposition to innovation by the small traditional retail stressed the importance of the recovery of central 

urban areas to small retail that there was not with the emergence of shopping centres in the extra-urban areas. In 

this sense it can speak of a "new proximity", for the innovative qualities that small traditional retail has than the 

past. Basically the new format of proximity are characterized by a high content of integrated services to the retail 

business, with a high quality of products and services, by a flexibility and continuous improvement in 

management, from attention to changing market conditions and the types of consumption, by investment in the 

development of the direct relationship and trust with customers, by enhancement of belonging to the territory and 

integration with the territorial government. 

The "new proximity" takes on particular characteristics of supply and demand that affect each other in the same 

market; with the increased interest of LSD to proximity market it raises the level of competition in urban areas 

and it reduces the market for retail businesses not evolved and not innovative. The independent retailers have to 

find a solution for the development and adaptation; the LSD has to specialize itself in the proximity retailer. In 

particular in the European experience, there are several cases that show the interest of large scale distribution in 

investment in proximity format and the operation to support independent retailers in crisis: in the next section it 

will analyze a single case that appears to have the characteristics described.  

4. The Format of Relational Proximity: A Single Case Analysis 

In particular, the work focuses on the case of Coop.fi, a new format of proximity experienced by Coop Italy, 

cantered on the idea of a direct and personal relationship with partners and customers. The research provides a first 

level of analysis of the reasons that led the main Italian retail company to invest in this project, such as the main 

features and the results of this first period of activity. In particular the methodology implemented is the analysis of 

a case study (Yin, 2003), which is useful as an illustration and exemplification of what is described and as 

inspiration for the generation of new ideas in the field of retailing strategy, by implementing a research strategy 

of qualitative matrix in order to consider alsothe complexity of contexts and people(Gummesson, 2006). 

The data analyzed were collected through a direct interview to the director of the store, through secondary data 

analysis and consultation of specialized magazines. 

4.1 The Case of Coop.fi 

In March 2015, Coop.fi has refurbished a supermarket in Grassina, near Florence, where there was a previous 

supermarket for 25 years, by launching a new concept that foreshadows a new "neighbourhood system", looking 

for a target, the elderly, that is becoming increasingly important. It is a store of 550 square meters where you can 

find crafts men: butcher, baker, and greengrocer, ready to offer some advice and recipes. The shop also hosts two 

corners with loose pet food and loose detergents. The two corners are almost connected and are located where the 

layout has been reduced to allow for quick shopping. 

The location is in the village of Grassina and customers can go on foot or by car (underground parking for 25 cars 

is quite small), with some difficulty to leave the car, to induce consumers to reach the store preferably on foot or by 

bicycle. The income of the first isochronous of residents is medium high. The surface of the supermarket is 450 

square meters on one level to form a large and irregular horseshoe. The sections form a square like in a local 

market.  

The designers in developing the layout have considered two timing to do shopping: a longer and a quick shopping, 

by cutting off the gondolas in middle of the layout to allow a quick entrance to the counters. Gondolas have been 

lowered to 1.60 meters to allow to observe the perimeter and make ergonomic the access to the shelf and so the 

purchase of products; the price tags are more readable; refrigerators are closed to save energy; the shopping carts 

are produced with recycled plastic and the lights are led. The parquet floor made with stoneware with a pleasing 

effect mimics the essence of wood that merges with the equipment and with the wooden crates containing fresh 

produce. 

At the top level it has opened a room of 100 square meters; it’s an area dedicated to the sociality, where you can 

stop to read a book, a newspaper or just to rest. 

The assortment has been reviewed in depth to give a size of extension acceptable: the scale was increased and 



http://ibr.ccsenet.org     International Business Research Vol. 10, No. 2; 2017 

176 

 

prices around 500 local products have been introduced. 

The shelves in front of counters have been renovated and now house instead of snacks and chewing gum only 

neutral products for children or natural snack. 

In addition, the new format proximity promotes private label products (especially Fiorfiore Coop) highlighting the 

gap in price than industrial products: there are numerous red shelves that contain private label products and 

industrial brand product to allow a price comparison. 

4.2 Findings and Discussion 

 The first goal is to understand what are the factors that have led Coop to invest in format Coop.fi. The analysis 

shows that the first reason why the firm Coop has decided to invest in a new concept of neighbourhood is the 

history and the social capital that characterizes it. 

In fact, Coop states that those who work and who does the shopping in Cooperative knows that his commitment not 

need to enrich someone, but to improve conditions for members-citizens and leave a legacy helpful to future 

generations. Unicoop Firenze existed since 1973 and as all consumers cooperative it was created to defend the 

members of prices and quality of products. 

So the first factor in stimulating of format innovation to the proximity relationship is the social base that 

characterizes the history of Coop that requires a return to the past: the Coop distributive chain was in fact 

characterized from the beginning by many small retail outlets. A further factor of encouragement of relational 

proximity is the strong local roots and awareness of the role that the retailing plays in the development of place and 

the local economy. 

Secondly, the opening of the store was supported by market analysis showing the change of the consumers’ 

lifestyle, the reduction of the time available to make purchases and the need to establish long-term relationships of 

loyalty with the retailer. Finally, another technical motivation is to have a ready structure suited to the project of 

"new proximity" of Coop.  

The second objective of the research is to understand what are the key points of the marketing strategy at the 

bottom of new format of proximity. The management of Grassina highlights three key points: the management of 

the fresh foods, the relationship with the customer and the staff.  

The category management and visual merchandising of the store are built with the aim to involve the customer in 

the typical atmosphere of a local market: in order to point especially to the everyday purchase, the main categories 

aimed at building a relationship of loyalty with the customer are those of fresh goods. Analysing the 

communication strategies implemented and the payoff it is clear that the goal pursued by Coop.fi is to become the 

"daily" shop of local stakeholders. The bakery department, for example, produces directly inside the store 48 

different types of bread; one important change is the self-service shelf, where the customer has the ability to help 

himself and to choose the amount and quality desired. Just think that in this first period of activity, 90% of sales of 

bread and baked products inside the store consists of fresh foods prepared in store. Likewise also the meat 

department – considering the general trading down of consumption – registers positive performance. 

Bread, meat and vegetables are excellent local products; the goal is to short the supply chain to ensure that the 

product that reaches the final consumer is fresher as possible. Sometimes it happens that customers await the 

arrival of in-store fresh goods just picked from local producers. 

A particular choice, but coherent with what has been described on the category management concerns the fish 

department open only on Friday, to ensure to consumer the freshness of products.  

As anticipated the core of marketing strategies of Coop.fi is the relationship with the customer, which is 

synthesized in the staff of front office, 23 people trained to meet the needs of customers. Once again, the goal is 

everyday life, to create a relationship of trust with the clerk of the store. At this early stage it seems that the 

objective has been achieved: in fact, surveys in store by management show that sometimes the customers "make a 

walk in the store" without need to shop only to greet workers or to remain in the social space. 

Therefore the management declares very positive performance in this first period of activity both in terms of sales, 

both in terms of number of entries in the store, even by people that live outside the isochrones target. 

5. Conclusions  

The work highlights the innovative trends of retail enterprises and the new evolutionary models, with particular 

focus on a return to the concept of proximity, certainly not only physical, but trusty and relational. In particular, the 

case analyzed shows that the main Italian retailer has innovated its distributive offer toward a new format, with the 
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purpose of establishing a relationship of loyalty with the consumer, and a everyday relationship between consumer 

and retailer. The main drivers of this strategy are the fresh goods' categories that daily convey quality and 

excellence of products - emphasizing local ones - and the front office staff, selected and trained in order to satisfy 

all customer needs and to establish with them relationships of real loyalty. 

The analysis highlights the positive performance of the store and the ability of Coop to design a format that, thanks 

to its features and marketing tools, is replicable in other contexts, and it is be able to generate value even in other 

places. 

However, the analysis carried out is still at an early stage and it is expected to implement further investigation 

through surveys in store and interviews with consumers. 
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