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Mark took over the Little Cheese Shop about 4 years ago.  It had been owned by a German lady (Maya Binder?) and as she had two shops, one in Tralee and one in Dingle, she decided she wanted to concentrate on just one.  Trying to manage 2 shops was quite difficult for her. Mark was a regular in the Little Cheese Shop which he loved as it is a lovely premises but also because it is an independent shop.  He was doing his Christmas shopping there when the owner told him she had decided to sell. By the time he walked out of the shop that day, he had not only bought his Christmas cheeseboard but also the shop itself!
He went away to think about the opportunity over Christmas and to look at the financials 
He knew the shop had so much potential and it is an iconic shop.  At the time the cheese shop was founded about 10 years ago, Mark lived two doors down from it and saw the opening, how the shop developed etc over the years.
Mark is a huge supporter of artisan, locally produced Irish food. As owner of the Dingle Cookery School for the last seven years, as a Culinary Arts teacher in Tralee IT, and as a founder of the Dingle Food Festival, he is completely immersed in the food scene.
The shop had had a wide range of continental cheeses but Mark’s goal was to extend the range of Irish locally produced cheeses. He knew that the market dictates and that it would be important to supply cheeses that customers wanted.  At this point, he 90% of the cheese he sells is from Irish producers. His experience is that if you offer a good choice, people don’t miss the continental cheeses. 
Mark plans on working to ensure that the cheese shop and the cookery school complement each other by cross-selling/up-selling across the two businesses. For example, people attending the cookery school can be encouraged to bring home a cheese hamper and equally, visitors to the shop can book a cookery class.
The shop is very well supported by locals and they have embraced the shop as a well-loved part of their town. This means it can stay open year round to provide a reliable service – customers know the shop will be open.  In addition, a lot of visitors and tourists make a bee line for the shop.
As the business owner, Mark likes to be in the shop as much as possible to chat to customers and hear what the need, want and value.  He is lucky to have excellent staff who are just as passionate about the business as he is.  Mark looks after all the website updates and social media himself.  Having a staff member in the shop frees him up to focus on this important area.  The website was developed in November 2020 and his advice is ‘don’t launch your website in the few weeks before Christmas’. The website has had a huge impact on sales – it has opened the shop to every county in Ireland. At seasonal times, such as Christmas and Easter, sales have trebled as a result of having the website. Most of his customers are individuals, but he plans to expand into the corporate gifts market.  The tactic will be to select a small number of corporate clients and work with them to gain experience.  So far, this has worked well.  For example he has had a number of order for 40 or 50 hampers and each order is identical which means a very smooth fulfilment process. As Christmas approaches, Mark plans to develop the corporate market slowly but surely so that he delivers an excellent product.  He reports that some customers who received cheese hampers as gifts have gone on to place orders themselves for family birthdays or marking other occasions. It’s important for him to do his hampers well so that future work flows and that his reputation and brand are protected.
In the run up to Christmas, approx. 40% of his sales were online and 60% in the shop.  The Dingle economy is very seasonal. This means that there are fewer shoppers in the town in winter months and during this time, approx. 70% of his sales were online.  The pattern changes in the summer as visitor flock to the town.  With people on holiday, they are happy to drop into the shop and meet Mark and his staff while they are choosing their cheese.  Because the shop was so busy, he didn’t put any focus on advertising the online shop.  It’s all about seasonality and how online and brick-and-mortar work in tandem. It’s important to Mark not to stretch himself in either part of the business as this will have a negative impact on quality and service.

In November 2020, he got a grant from Udaras na Gaeltachta to build the website.  In terms of online sales, Mark says he would have paid for the website twice over. It has generated a lot of extra revenue for the business.
Mark says the website has had another benefit.  When he contact the media or local radio stations to promote the business the first question the journalist will ask is ‘what’s your web address’ and they are very unwilling to have people on the radio who don’t have a site as there is nowhere to direct listeners to.  Mark is a great man for getting out there – he contacted Bobby Kerr and appeared on his show.  It was almost scary the number of sales he got immediately after the show.  This really demonstrates that microbusinesses need multiple points of public contact and the omnichannel approach.  It’s very important to him that the website reflects a similar experience to visiting the shop.  It needs to be cohesive. He knows that he needs to spend more time working on the website – it’s a constant work in progress.  
Social media – very active for the cookery school but not so much for the shop. This is mainly down to time.  He doesn’t have a social media strategy for the shop and this is something he is going to develop.  When he has some quiet time in the shop, he will photograph all the cheeses in the display and feed them out on social over time.  He is constantly amazed about the power of social.  If he posts a pic saying ‘I have this cheese in today’ he will have people through the door that same day.  Sometimes people have preconceived notions about who uses social – often for Mark, it is older customers. Both the shop and the school are very instgrammable – very visual.  The website has been very useful for people who visited the shop and then later when they are at home, the shop online.  And vice versa – if people have ordered online and are visiting Dingle, they will always drop in to the shop.  Mark loves these visitors and doesn’t care whether they buy anything or not.  He loves to hear their stories and what they liked in the hamper they got.
Mark recommends the Seth Gothin book on marketing.  He found it really useful and has applied many of the principles in the book – to Mark it all feels like common sense. For example, the importance of the ‘About’ page on the website to express what he is doing – cheese isn’t for everyone so it’s important to target cheese lovers as these are the people who will buy from him.

Why did you choose a .ie domain?  .com was gone (grrrr).He inherited the domain and name from the previous owner.  He registered a few other similar names in .com  just in case there were problems with the .ie transfer. He finds .ie is perfect for the Irish market which is what he plans to focus on for the moment.  The website is a great platform especially during quieter months when footfall reduces and while the shop was closed during Covid. 

For the most part, Mark picks the cheeses for the hampers.  This allows him to ensure that perishable products are used quickly and reduces wastage. 
He is sorry that he dragged his heels for so long and wishes he had a website up and running way before now.
Christmas was chaotic because he didn’t have a proper system for fulfilling online orders.  He put in huge hours in the run up to Christmas but plans to have a much smoother, more efficient fulfilment system on place for the coming Christmas period.  Cut, wrap, label, tie, box  (new boxes that you can fold in a second) ribbon, outer box, tape/seal, address.  Now has better boxes, self sealing, Much much faster and less labour needed. He uses cardboard cut off to have ready for stuffing the boxes and has the ribbons pre cut too.





