We must all embrace the long tail

There’s been much talk recently about Long Tail Theory but a bit like the malaise that has surrounded global warming, I’m not sure many of us in retail are doing enough to either embrace it or brace ourselves for its full impact. In short, Long Tail Theory quantifies the commercial opportunities that have arisen from the much more perfect market that the web has created. Now that everyone with access to the Internet is a potential customer, we have a global catchment area, which means that someone somewhere will buy pretty much anything we present for sale on our websites. The resultant demand curve is a long tail, the value of which can be substantial. For those of you who’s first inclination is to surmise that this is proof that some people will buy any old rubbish, think again. The paradigm shift that has occurred as a result is all about customer expectation and their increasingly voracious appetite for more choice and greater personalisation. 

The best example of how this has manifested itself is in the entertainment industry; witness the growth of user generated content on places like You Tube and bands that have grown popular via My Space. Customers want more newness, be it products or experiences and are eager to befriend, trust and ultimately buy from those that share similar tastes or values. What is clear is that what customers don’t want is the same old, same old, which I hate to say it but that’s what they get on too many of our high streets. This lowest common denominator stuff is why too many perfumes smell the same and supermarket curries aren’t hot enough.

The outlook for traditional bricks and mortar retailers is more than a passing storm: the retail climate is about to tip. Customers will desert the shopping malls and city centres that don’t break from the norm.  In large centres the mix of stores must be broad but must also include brands that are new, that innovate and that cater for specific niches: Bluewater seem to do this better than most. Each centre must also offer unique experiences like the ones the New West End Company have been creating. Outside of the large centres a solution lies in basic economics and in a plan to find a comparative advantage. It’s critical that town planners, landlords and retailers agree on what they want to be famous for e.g. Petworth in Sussex has a plethora of antique shops making an otherwise insignificant small town a retail destination. 

It’s also not going to cut it that smaller grade stores in any of our businesses just sell the top few hundred SKUS that our flagship stores do – customer know this and now realise that they’re better off going on-line. To make this happen we must ensure that the creative talent, the visionaries and mavericks in our businesses are not constrained by today’s logistical issues because the forecast for tomorrow is very different.

