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Ok, here's how retailers operate.

Basically, they buy things from manufacturers and distributors and resell them to the public. 

Most stores in the US are single-location operations with annual sales under $2 million, and fewer than 10 employees.

Merchandising, that is, deciding what mix of products to sell, and inventory management are the most important activities, 

A store may carry thousands of items, called SKUs, stock keeping units. The amount of inventory a store carries depends on the type of product. A grocery store may carry an inventory equal to 20 days of sales.

Small stores may have 1,000 square feet of space, while grocery stores have 10,000 or more. A typical annual rent is $15 per square foot.

Computer systems with bar-code readers track inventory and identify fast or slow-selling items.
Here are some strategic things you should know.
Chain stores account for more than half of all retail sales. Small stores compete by carrying wider selections in specialized categories.

Inventory shrinkage, that is, stealing, is typically 1 to 2 percent of sales, a large amount for stores with small profit margins.

Retailers are very sensitive to economic conditions. On average, retail sales fell 10 percent during the recession.

New retail stores have high failure rates, around 10 percent per year.

Internet sales are an important source of customers for some stores.

Here are some good talking points.
How many items do they carry? What are the biggest sellers?

How do they decide which items to carry? 

How many suppliers do they buy from?

How big an inventory do they carry, in days sales?
What's their annual sales per square foot. $300 is typical.

Do they have an Internet store? What percent of sales does it bring in?

How badly were they affected by the recession?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

