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Th ank God for small mercies. Th e monsoon rains, the lifeline of India’s 
agriculture, have been kind and merciful so far. Th e spell of recent 
rains has galvanised farmers’ mood and spurred the sowing season in 
progress. By God’s will, and if His mercies prevail, the proverbial “tickle 
the earth with a hoe and she laughs with a harvest” might come true.

So if that’s how the cookie crumbles, it is sure to breathe life back 
into an economy starved of glad tidings. Consumer and investor 
confi dence can buck up considerably, business climate turn brighter, 
corporates would ramp up their capital expenditure, and banks would 
lend more liberally and at softer rates. In short, there could be the 
long-awaited resumption of the virtuous economic cycle of increased 
productivity, rising profi ts, more investment and consumer spending 
and newer and superior products in the marketplace. And could there be 
a better time for enterprises to let their juices fl ow again, for consumers 
to loosen their purse-strings than the approaching festive season?

Quite naturally, a billion hopes and bucks will be riding on how the 
festive months ahead pan out for companies and their business. As a 
magazine for the modern trade, we have tried to put together in pages 
of this issue the distilled essence of their plans and preparations.

Th ere’s nothing a retailer or a manufacturer likes more than 
a consumer happily soaking herself in retail therapy. Hopefully, 
there will be wonderful opportunities for it as retailers, brands and 
manufacturers pull out all stops in bringing out newer products and 
promotions, and laying out the special festive spread for consumers.

So here is to a prolifi c monsoon, wonderful festival season and great 
celebrations ahead.
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How many Needs stores are there currently?
We have 22 stores running currently, all of them 
in Gurgaon, and spread across three formats: big 
stores but not necessarily hypermarkets, some 
medium-sized stores and some small stores as 
well, which are located in some of the prime 
condominiums in Gurgaon.

From one store in 2000 to running 22 stores 
within a span of 15 years. Gurgaon has been a 
happy hunting ground for you.
We had, in fact, 28 stores until sometime back but 
we closed down a few of them. 

When did the first Needs store come up?
We started in October 2000 and opened our fi rst 
store in Gurgaon. At that time, we were literally 
the fi rst modern grocery trade outlet to come up in 
Gurgaon. It came up in DLF phase IV, and the store 
is still running. On average, the store sales then was 
not more than Rs. 2000 per day, as there were very 
few families staying around in the vicinity of the 
store. On weekends, we used to see higher sales of 

around Rs. 10,000-12,000 but that was that. Th e 
inspiration for us came from a store that went by the 
name of Nanz, which then used to run in Greater 
Kailash 1 in Delhi. 

What is the size of your stores?
Th e size varies - we have medium and big stores 
ranging in size from 4,000 sq. ft to 6,000 sq. ft to 
18,000 sq. ft. Th e sizes are in response to the market 
demand and we can put up a 50,000 sq. ft. store 
if we fi nd the right market for it. Th e size of the 
small stores is anything between 400-1,000 sq. ft. 
Currently, we have 18 of them in the various condos. 
In the near future, we have plans to get out of the 
small stores. We will do only big stores.

Why do you want to move out of the small 
store format?
See, in the retail business the expenses are fi xed - there 
are four or fi ve expenses that account for over 90 per 
cent of your total expenditure. Th ese are inclusive 
of your electricity expense, salaries, rentals, etc. 
Th e dynamic between rentals and your sales is very 

Ajay Dhar, Director, Needs Supermarket, talks to Sanjay Kumar of his chain’s 
unrivalled presence in Gurgaon and his plans to move to bigger format stores in NCR

Aiming big
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important. Rentals keep increasing even while the sales 
of small stores are limited. Typically, if you are catering 
to fi ve hundred families in an area, that number 
remains more or less the same for a store serving in a 
particular location. So if your store has a catchment of 
fi ve hundred apartments, you will be lucky to service 
50-60 per cent occupancies for those apartments. It 
will be never more than that. At the same time, your 
basic sales are limited to certain product catgories like 
milk, eggs and bread. So in my personal opinion, it 
makes more sense for me doing bigger stores than the 
small ones. With over 15 years of business experience, 
during which we have created a brand name for 
ourselves by virtue of our presence across the prime 
condominiums in Gurgaon, I think the time has come 
for us to move to bigger projects. At the same time, 70 
per cent of the turnover comes from our bigger stores.

You say all your stores are in Gurgaon. But 
there is another chain of Needs stores in 
NCR, located in places like Indirapuram and 
Vaishali in Ghaziabad. 
Th ey are using our name but they are not our stores. 
Th e “Needs” registered trademark is with us. I 
believe there are three stores - Lakshmi Nagar in 
Delhi and Vaishali and Indirapuram in Ghaziabad 
- using the Needs brand name and these stores don’t 
belong to us. We are planning to send them a legal 
notice for using our registered trademark. 

What is the ownership pattern for your stores?
All our stores are leased. None of them runs on 
a profi t or revenue-sharing basis because I don’t 
want to get involved in that. I feel there is greater 
transparency operating under the lease model and 
you have greater control over operations.

What do you feel is the USP of your stores?
Primarily, it would be the location. Our stores are 
right in the middle of very high densely-populated 
areas. Secondly, would be the brand name because 
we have been the oldest among modern grocery 
stores to have struck roots in Gurgaon long before 
the likes of Big Bazaar or anybody else was here. 
Th en there is the sense of trust, which our brand 
name evokes among the customers. Th e trust factor 
that we enjoy with customers is a very valuable asset, 
which has been built over a period of time and by 
doing the right thing. You cannot buy trust and 
that’s for sure.

How would you describe your customer profile?
Initially, when we opened in Gurgaon, we used to 
see a lot of nuclear families come to our stores. As 
a result, our sales data showed that ready-to-eat 
products were very popular and the fastest moving 
among the product categories. Now, I feel that 
things have changed with the times. Today, we have 
a very mixed kind of a clientele. A lot of customers 

today come along with their kids and there is a fair 
share of customers who are growing old in years. So 
if 15 years ago, about 70-80 percent of our clientele 
comprised nuclear families, today we see more of 
upper middle-class families visiting our stores. Th is 
could be perhaps due to the fact that we do not off er 
discounts at our stores, although there are quite a 
few schemes running round the year.

So do you feel that sale of ready-to-eat 
products have come down over the years?
Ready-to-eat products are still doing very well 
but I have observed that people have also taken to 
increasingly cooking at home these days. So from 
what I have observed, sales of frozen chappatis and 
breads are no longer as crazy as it used to be once. 

Is not a tad late in the day to go online? Why 
not earlier?
Our online store has been there now for quite 
sometime though we have never advertised it. I 
still feel that customers want to come to a store, 
touch and feel the product before deciding to buy. 
It also works out better for us too because doing 
home delivery for me is a loss-making proposition. 
Of course, it is a more convenient way to buy as 
customers know what products to purchase and they 
can get the products sitting at home. But at the same 
time the chances of indulging in impulse purchase is 
more if customers actually visit the stores. Sellers get 
to sell more products so I would defi nitely prefer my 
customers to visit the stores than buy things online.

For me 
Gurgaon is a 
better market 
and it is still 
growing. Unlike 
Delhi, where 
customers 
can be touchy 
about price, 
in Gurgaon 
covenience is 
king and if you 
have a store 
that offers 
choice, fair 
pricing, and 
convenience 
in a clean, 
hygienic 
environment, 
customers will 
not fail you
—Ajay Dhar
Director 
Needs Supermarket
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VeggyKart is taking small but steady steps to expand its reach to Delhi and Noida over 
the next two months. Talking to Progressive Grocer, Ravi Pahuja, Co-Founder and Chief 
Executive Officer, VeggyKart.com, shares his future plans for the company and how it 
wants to move forward to meet the expectations of its growing number of customers

Profitable growth, 
positive performance

When and how was VeggyKart conceived? 
What is so unique about its concept?
We began operations earlier this year and launched 
VeggyKart in June as a hyper-local online venture, 
which off ers home delivery of fruits, vegetables, 
dairy and other grocery items packed in hygienic 
bags, backed with same-day delivery services to 
consumers. We have spent more than 10 months 
strengthening our sourcing channels/tie-ups, back-
end infrastructure and delivery mechanism and have 
managed to lay an effi  cient delivery system.

In India, online grocery market is still 
evolving. What scope does it offer to you?
Th e online grocery retail market is growing at 35-40 
per cent in the metros and other large cities in the 
country. Online services off er convenience, and we 
want to deliver that convenience complemented by 
hygiene and premiumness to customers. 

Our aim is to deliver great products in realistic 
time frames. With perishables such as fresh 
produce, freshness and quality are paramount 
for consumers. At VeggyKart, we provide fresh 
and hand-picked products for health and quality-
conscious buyers.

Tell us about VeggyKart’s current phase of 
development? What are your expansion and 
growth plans? 
Well, we currently have 1000-plus customers 
registered with us. We are looking to expand the 
reach of our format to Delhi and Noida over the 
next two months and at servicing 500 orders per 
day in Gurgaon itself very soon. We will also be 
establishing presence in the top 20 cities, including 
tier-2 and 3 markets, in about a year’s time. 

How you are going about achieving your 
marketing and promotional goals?
We, at present, are reaching out to customers through 
newspaper advertising and social media campaigns. 
Our communication highlights our quality and 
same-day delivery commitments. We are looking to 
implement loyalty programme along with deals and 
discounts to increase and retain our customer base.

Technology is integral to modern retail, more 
so for e-commerce. How are you leveraging 
technology at VeggyKart?
Technology is certainly helping e-commerce to make 
a compelling and convenient off er to the tech-savvy 
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As a marketer and modern trade operator, 
what are the key emerging consumer trends 
you have observed?
Th ere is a heightened consumer awareness today 
thanks to the digital media proliferation. Even 
kids today are opinionated, aware, tech-savvy, fast 
learners and adventurous. Th e 16 to 35 age group is 
where the penetration of digital is at its highest. Th is 
group makes well-informed decisions and is more 
avid in seeking deals, features and new products.

Consumers today are exposed to multiple digital 
& emotional touchpoints and are used to handling 
varied groups of peers, family and friends,  at the 
same time on social media. With the ever increasing 
reach of the Web, today’s youngsters are far more 
adept at internalising and managing multiple 
cultures, ethnicity and diverse ideas. Th is generation 
is clearly more secure and focused. With these 
indicators, it will be really worthwhile observing 
how long the SEC classifi cation will hold in regular 
consumer research.

What is your take on the current dynamics in 
the F&G business across India? Any striking 
regional difference that you may want to 
point out between the different regions?
Th e F&G business in India today stands at a 
very exciting and interesting crossroad. As more 
organised players start entering this trade, the 
realisation of an India that changes its colour, 
language and food every 200 km sets in deeply. 
While there are clear regional preferences in the 
variety of rice, wheat, edible oil/cooking medium, 
types of ghee (cow or buff alo), even within a city like 
Mumbai, food preferences vary widely. 

Imagine the pockets of Borivali and Matunga. 
Borivali is a Gujarati stronghold and a walk through 
the lanes and bylanes will reveal a plethora of staples 
favoured by that community – telia toor, bharuchi 

peanuts, surti kolam rice, jowar & bajra from around 
Kutch and other areas in Gujarat being stocked at the 
provision stores. Th e sweet shops in and around that 
area sell favourites like khaman, dhokla, hawdwoh, 
lilva kachori, fafda, ganthia, daal dhokli, etc, in 
snacks and basundi, keri no ras, ghevar, halvasan, 
sutarfeni, etc. in sweets and a lot of dry fruits too.

Drive out 30 km towards south and you reach 
Matunga. Th e shops there do not carry any Borivali 
hangover. In fact the assortment of food and grocery 
items in Matunga will bear little or no resemblance to 
its neighbour Dadar, which is three kilometre away. 
Th e preferred staples in Matunga are millets, ponni 
rice, red matta rice, urad dal, toor dal, tamarinds, 
etc. Th e sweet shops are stacked with mysore pak, 
murukkus, halwa, pongal and karanji kai.

Th e key to succeed in organised trade is to 
identify these nuances in consumer preferences and 
manage the fi ner assortment in stores. Th e store 
in each location must refl ect the local community. 
Th e community could be as singular as Borivali or 
Matunga or as heterogenous as, say, an Andheri or 
Lower Parel. And I am talking of only one city here.

Consumers 
have always 
been receptive 
to the idea of 
the local store 
offering her 
favourite food 
– just like “back 
from home”. 
The more these 
threads are 
built-in while 
designing 
the product 
assortment in 
stores, more 
the chances of a 
loyal customer 
sticking to the 
store

Devendra Chawla, popularly known as DC, is currently Group President, Food & 
FMCG And Brands at Future Group. DC is a formidable storehouse of knowledge and 
experience. Thanks to his intimate knowledge of the retail eco-system and visionary 
leadership, Big Bazaar has won the “Most Admired Retailer of the Year – Private Label” 
award for three years in a row. In his earlier stints with companies such as Reliance 
Fresh, Coca Cola and Asian Paints, he has been known to introduce inspiring changes 
and meaningful interventions, which helped make the business more streamlined and 
efficient. DC became the youngest director of Coke at the age of 32 in India coke system.  
In a broad and sweeping interview to Progressive Grocer, DC dwells on various facets 
of the food and grocery business, the future of FMCG business, new consumption 
trends, and how India’s top retailer Future Group is ushering in transformative changes 
to modern grocery retail. From sussing out consumer behaviour and preferences to 
interpreting and analysing market research and big data, DC identifies the nuances 
that hold the key to success in today’s modern trade

Cover Story
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FESTIVE SEASON AND 
GIFTING FRENZY

Every year, the festive season comes laden with the promise of bringing happiness and 
prosperity. In anticipation of the good times, businesses start planning for the months 
ahead – finetuning their marketing and product strategy, allocating budgets, firming 

up the priorities and looking at how to make the bucks count. We take a look at 
what retailers and brands have on their minds and how they are planning to 

make a splash during the festive months ahead

The festive season is about to come 
upon us in all its gaiety and abandon. 
Rakhi and Janmashtami celebrations 
in the latter half of August act as the 
perfect springboard to the festive 

months ahead, which culminate with Christmas and 
New Year. As the festive mood and fever looks set 
to spread and roll on merrily in the days to come, it 
is time for businesses to set their house in order to 
brace up for the shopping action ahead. After all, if 
the festive season has come, can the gifting fervour be 
far behind?  

In fact, gifts have come to occupy an important 
part and place in our lives, especially during the 
festive season. “Th e outpouring of love and sublime 

emotions fi nds ready expression during the festive 
months. And could there be a better way to show 
love to our near and dear ones than to shower and 
pamper them with gifts,” asks chocolate expert 
Nitin Chordia. “Gifting builds human relationship. 
In this fast-paced life we occasionally get time to 
meet and greet our friends, relatives or business 
associates. Festive season, through the medium 
of gifting, establishes connect and this is a theme 
present across all product categories. Th is trend helps 
brands to create buzz by launching new products in 
the market,” says Vikram Agarwal, Director, Green 
Dot Health Foods. 

Trends in gifting
According to Madhulika Tiwary of Technopak, 
the gifting industry in India has registered a strong 
growth over the past decade thanks to the rising 
income levels and aspirations. Also, aiding this 
growth are such factors as (on the demand side) the 
widening of the customer base, and (on the supply 
side) the off ering of innovative products at attractive 
prices. Th e gifting market’s size is estimated at USD 
42 billion, with many industry players reporting 
annual growth in the range of 20-40 per cent during 
the festive months.  

With gifting being an indispensable part of the 
festive season, the category has traditionally been 
dominated by sweets, dried fruits and chocolates. 
However, in recent years, the gifting segment has 
grown and expanded considerably and now includes 

By Sanjay Kumar
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