
how small pet stores can  
gain a competitive advantage

o v e r

b ig box stores & online retailers
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One of the biggest challenges facing independent pet 
store retailers is needing to compete with big box stores 
like Petco and PetSmart and even larger online retailers 
like Amazon. Where big box outlets have the funds to 
open hundreds of stores across the country - Petco alone 
operates over 1,500 locations across the United States -  
a local, independently owned pet store has to capitalize 
on a much smaller audience, charge more for their 
products, and find a way to make a profit.

That’s no easy task. Without the excess of expendable 
income available to mega-corporations, your independent 
store needs to be highly selective with the business 
strategies it employs, as the margin of error is far less 
flexible than it is for an established, big-name brand. 
This means the products you carry, the staff you hire, 
the services you offer, and the customer experience you 
create have to be unique and of a high enough quality  
to convince customers to come to you, instead of a big 
box store or online retailer, for their pet store needs.

If an independent store can’t match its competitors’ price 
points, then how else can it compete? What benefits can 
it offer to consumers that the big box businesses can’t? 
The key to your independent store’s success hinges on 
how you approach these questions. It takes patience, 
commitment, and at least a little flexibility to be able  
to find success on a local level. 

With the following insights, you can equip your business 
with the strategies it’ll need to stand out from the crowd, 
gain an edge over your competitors, and carve out your  
own unique place in the industry.

Stand i ng  Out  From the  Crowd
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If there’s one area where major chains and online retailers can’t compete with an 
independent store, it’s in the customer experience. The larger the brand, the less precise 
it can be. While companies like Petco and Amazon can offer variety and affordability, the 
convenience they hinge their business on comes at the cost of expertise and personality. 
An independent retailer, however, is able to sidestep this dilemma entirely. Since they 
can’t afford to compete with the price tags of the major outlets, they have the freedom 
to emphasize the people who work directly with the customer. When you prioritize the 
customer experience, you turn your store into a welcoming, educated hub for all of your 
audience’s pet needs. 

With employees who are experts in their field and love what they do, you can meet  
the customer on a level that’s unique to them and build the kind of relationship that  
a mega-corporation can only dream of. To help your business capitalize on this advantage, 
here are some of the most effective ways you can create the kind of customer experience 
that will attract an audience and convert them into delighted and devoted customers:

Pr i or i t i z e  the  Customer  Exper i ence



Train Employee Experts
 
As you hire employees for your store, prioritize personal 
interest and investment over anything else. You can teach 
skills and work through scheduling conflicts, but you 
can’t force investment on someone who doesn’t want 
it. If someone is passionate about animals and wants to 
use that passion to help your business and its customers, 
then hire them. These are the kinds of employees that 
will build relationships with your customers and provide 
the type of customer service that just isn’t possible in the 
bigger stores.

If possible, even try hosting recurring training days for 
your staff, and bring in industry experts to instruct your 
team and better equip them with the unique expertise 
that your customers will benefit from. The higher the 
expertise of your employees, the easier it’ll be to convince 
people to come back because they’ll know exactly where 
to go for the best service.
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Build Trust With Customers

Customers want to be able to trust the people they 
buy their products from, and this is one of the unique 
benefits you can offer as a local, independent pet 
store. With a visible, recognizable workforce uniquely 
situated in a community, you can provide a customer-to-
seller relationship that goes far beyond the hands-off, 
mechanical approach of a larger chain.

Teach your employees how to create rapport with the 
customer, what kinds of questions to ask, and when to 
just listen to what the customer has to say. A local store 
shouldn’t just offer good products, it should go further 
than that and offer an experience that customers won’t 
be able to find anywhere else. If you’ve successfully  
hired passionate people, then this should be easy,  
as your employees will exude investment in the lives of 
your customers, their pets, and their overall satisfaction.

Offer Samples

Another way to establish a clear sense of trust and 
camaraderie with your customers is by offering free 
samples of your products to them. Offering samples  
is something online retailers simply can’t do, and there 
are few more things that convince someone to make  
a purchase a product more than seeing their pet enjoy 
the product.

Provide free samples of dog snacks, set aside certain 
chew toys that can be tried out on the spot, or have  
your sales representative help them fit their dog with  
a new harness and leash and let them walk around  
with it. When a customer sees how effective a product  
is, or how much their pet enjoys using (or eating) it,  
then they’ll be that much more incentivized to make  
a guilt-free purchase.
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A local store is uniquely situated to not only appeal to the unique needs of its audience  
but to also play an active role in its community. According to the Andersonville Study of 
Retail Economics, “local business generates 70 percent more local economic activity per 
square foot than chain stores”, which means members of the community are willing and 
eager to invest in your local business. 1 

This is something you should absolutely capitalize on. Communities love seeing their 
local businesses invest in the world around them, so do that and then some. Here are 
some tried-and-true techniques that can help you generate a real sense of community 
investment:

Host Events
 
Hosting or sponsoring events in the community can be a wonderful way of marketing your 
company to new and familiar customers alike. You can partner with a local rescue shelter 
to host an adoption event in your store, which will not only allow you to express your 
investment in the community and the other businesses in it, but also provide  
a great way to offer a discount on products to people who adopt.

Even sponsoring local events can be a great way to introduce new people to your brand. 
Look into what kinds of community events are coming up, and reach out with an offer to 
help. Again, this shows that you want to contribute to the community your company calls 
home while also providing effective marketing for your store.

Give back

Customers love seeing a company give back to its community or contribute to a local good 
cause, so start planning for a way to do that. Whether this means sponsoring an adoption 
center, hosting educational dog training seminars, or holding classes in your store on how 
to make homemade dog treats, find ways to give back to the customers who keep your 
doors open.

Younger customers are especially fond of companies that give back, as 75% of millennials 
think it’s important for businesses to have a positive contribution toward society. 2  
The more your company can contribute to local events, good causes, or charities,  
the better your brand perception and reception will become.

I nvest  i n  the  commun it y
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There’s always going to be a place for big-name brands in your store - people rely on 
what’s comfortable - but when customers can find the same products for cheaper from  
a big box retailer, then you’re going to want to offer products that your competitors don’t 
have. A mass market appeal is good, but when working with a local market, that shouldn’t 
be your only, or even your primary, business strategy. Here are just a few of the ways you 
can use your store to offer new and exciting products:

Spotlight New Products
 
Large businesses are often hesitant to embrace new products that have yet to become 
known quantities, but your local store doesn’t have to follow that example. When you find 
a niche and specialize in it, you open your company up to new and unique brands that your 
customers won’t be able to find anywhere else.

Keep track of trends in the pet industry, and when you see a product or idea that begins 
to gain traction, jump at the chance to be an early adopter. Customers are easily excited 
by the “newest thing,” so when you stock your store with products and brands that haven’t 
made it into the mainstream yet, you can pique a shopper’s curiosity and  
help lead them towards a purchase. 

This doesn’t mean you should embrace every new idea that makes an appearance,  
but rather that you should keep your ear to the ground and do your research when  
new ideas and products surface. Find out what’s important to your audience - which  
you can do by building a relationship with them, as you read earlier - and then track  
down the trends that fall under that banner of interest. This will help you fill your  
store with items you know your customers want, which will increase your sales and  
your customers’ satisfaction.

Another way you can do this is by accepting requests from the customers themselves.  
If someone comes in asking about a product you don’t currently carry, offer to make  
a special order for them. This can earn you a new customer, delight an existing  
customer, and as a result, further diversify the line of products your store offers.

Offer  Un i que ,  H i gh -Qual i t y  P roducts



Embrace the “Store Exclusive”

There are few things more frustrating as a local business 
than seeing someone walk in, check out your products, 
and then go somewhere else to buy them for cheaper. 
Trying to compete with a corporation like Amazon on 
pricing isn’t possible for anyone, so rather than fighting 
for a lost cause, shift your focus entirely and try selling 
products that the big-named retailers don’t or can’t sell.

A number of vendors and manufacturers will go out  
of their way to supply products to local pet stores,  
and taking advantage of this can be a wise investment 
for both your company and the vendor you partner with. 
Everyone is competing with the big box retailers in some 
way, even manufacturers, so when you partner up with  
a smaller vendor or manufacturer you can feel confident 
that you’re simultaneously supporting small businesses 
and equipping your store with products that very few 
other retailers can.

Invest in Locally Sourced Products

In the same way that customers appreciate a company 
that gives back to its community, so too do they value 
products that are locally sourced. Investing in products 
or materials that are locally sourced or created is another 
great way to plant roots in a community while also 
continuing to help your business stand apart from  
the major chains. 
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Building an active and engaging online presence is one of the best tools small businesses 
have at their disposal. Where bigger companies can have trouble imbuing their online 
brand with personality, your business has an advantage with its smaller size, meaning  
you can really focus on the people, products, and experiences that make your store unique.

There are a lot of ways to build a presence online, and the route you choose to go  
down will be dependent on your unique business’ goals. If you’re a brick-and-mortar  
shop without the resources to ship products, then create an attractive web page with  
basic information, some fun pictures, and then link to what will be the most important  
tool in your online marketing social media.

Highlight the Staff
 
One of the perks of running a local business is the accessibility of your staff.  
When a customer walks into a local shop, they get to experience a brand of hospitality  
and communication that is not attainable from a larger scale company. Capitalizing  
on that personality is a great technique to utilize in your social media output. 

Use Instagram to post pictures of your staff having fun on the job; Snapchat can  
be great for showing clever behind-the-scenes videos, and Twitter is one of the best 
resources for customer engagement and personal communication. A good social media 
strategy covers as many bases as possible and serves to highlight the distinct character 
and personality of your brand, which will make it easier for prospective customers to  
want to shop with you.

Create  an  Engag i ng  Onl i ne  Presence
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Advertise Products and Giveaways
 
While your social media shouldn’t be your primary source of advertising, it can be  
a useful outlet with which to market new products or discounts. If you’ve just received  
a new product, a nice photo of its display in the store and post it to social media. This can 
generate awareness for new products, continue to emphasize your store’s brand, and keep 
your business at the forefront of your audience’s mind.

On a similar note, your social media can be a fun, interactive way to host giveaways  
or sweepstakes for your customers. This can look any way you want it to but works best 
when you have an established and engaged social media following. This isn’t something  
to do right at the onset of your social media marketing, but something to boost 
interactivity later down the line when you’ve successfully plugged into a community. 

Encourage Customer Engagement
 
This is arguably the best tool to utilize in your internet presence. A community of 
customers is a powerful thing, but that community will lose its luster and investment  
if you don’t actively engage with and support it. With social media, you can be on near 
constant communication with an audience through photos, videos, responses, and even 
polls can all help include your audience in an ongoing conversation.

Make use of hashtags as well, as they’re a helpful tool for monitoring the conversation  
and jumping in when it’s needed or fun to do so. A smart, pithy hashtag can also support 
your marketing, and broaden awareness for an event your store is hosting or discount you 
want to publicize.



The big box stores and mega-corporation online retailers may seem like formidable 
competition for your small, local pet store, but that doesn’t have to be the case. They have 
the resources to offer the largest variety and the cheapest costs, but their size limits them 

from actually putting the individual customer front and center. When you capitalize on your 
store’s personality, expertise, and ability to provide the kind of personalized experience 

your competition can’t, you can make a lasting impression on a local audience that’s 
already eager to do business with you.

Pet owners can shop anywhere for their basic needs, but more and more customers  
are looking for more than the bare minimum, and are expressing a growing interest  

and investment in a memorable shopping experience that they can’t find anywhere else. 
When you follow the tips and insights above, you’ll be well-equipped to stand apart from 

the competition and find your own unique, successful corner of the market.

Mak ing  a  Name for  Your  Local  Bus i ness
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About Us

Toll-free: (888) 424-4602

info@thenaturaldogcompany.com

TheNaturalDogCompany.com

Mailing Address:

The Natural Dog Company 

7350 Greendale Road

Windsor, CO 80550

We’re a small, family-run company located in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains  
in Windsor, Colorado. Like many passionate dog owners, our dogs run our lives.  
From planning weekend trips to the mountains where the dogs can run free,  
to incorporating visits to new dog parks whenever we venture around town,  

our dogs are considered in each decision we make.  

We started The Natural Dog Company because we love our dogs and we care about the 
treats we give them. All of the high-quality products we carry are vet-approved and are 

either organic, all-natural or free-range. We know what it means to want the best for your 
dog and that’s why we only sell the natural products we stand behind with our 100% 

satisfaction guarantee.
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