
46     Bicycle Retailer & Industry News • July 1, 2008                                                                                  www.bicycleretailer.com

BY TED A. SCHWEITZER
Americans like choices. Remember 

“Have it your way”? Do you want to su-
per-size that? Paper or plastic. Campy, 
Shimano or SRAM? Our country is 
bombarded with choices, and we Amer-
icans seem to love it. So why would 
we want to shop at a store with fewer 
choices? What I am leading up to is the 
spread of the concept store “concept.”

The concept store “concept” is, in my 
belief, a very backwards approach to 
retailing. In the 1970s, The Gap was a 
pretty cool place to buy jeans and other 
clothes. You could actually buy the Levi’s 
brand, among others, there. Years later, 
The Gap decided to sell only clothing 
branded as The Gap. The store became 
a homogenized conglomeration of bor-
ing look-a-likes. To make things worse, 
along came stores like Old Navy that are 

even more homogenized. These com-
panies have sucked the one thing out 
of their stores that made them worth 
shopping at in the first place: choice.

The bicycle industry seems to be 
heading down that same slippery slope. 
For those that embrace the concept store 
“concept” because it streamlines their 
billing, partners them with some mer-
chandising diva from “Corporate” and 
gets them sleek P.O.P., as well as better 
pricing and a lot of commitment to one 
huge brand, I would say that they are 
missing several important points found 
in nature and elsewhere in society.

In society whether it’s the workplace, 
sports, politics (look at this current 
presidential election) or where we wor-
ship, we are told to embrace diversity. In 
nature, ecosystems are healthiest when 
they are full of biodiversity. Having a 

mixture of flora and fauna in one eco-
system, whether that is your backyard 
or the Serengeti, is a much healthier 
way to exist, and perpetuates those 
existing species. For example, farmers 
who would plant only cotton year af-
ter year saw that this resulted in prob-
lems with boll weevils and other pests, 
which devastated their crops. Once they 
learned to rotate their crops, the soils, 
their yields and their bank accounts all 
became healthier. 

Didn’t the bicycle industry experi-
ence monocultures in the 60s and the 
early 70s with Schwinn stores? They 
were pretty cool and seemed like what 
a bicycle store was supposed to be. 
Then along came the bicycle boom and 
Americans’ appetites for new and dif-
ferent European and Japanese bicycles 
were whetted. What happened to the 

Schwinn-only stores? They went away.
Now the big two and maybe the big 

three companies in the industry want 
to become dealers’ partners and “help 
them to succeed,” but their dealer agree-
ments are more like demands; they 
aren’t asking, they are telling. And slow-
ly but surely the soul is being sucked out 
of IBD shops that are lured into concept 
store arrangements.

The industry should heed the past to 
protect its future. As a dealer, maybe 
you can take a tip or two from nature. 
Keep things interesting, give your cus-
tomers choices and don’t give up the 
soul of your existence for the promises 
of a streamlined future.  

Ted Schweitzer is an independent sales 
representative in the bicycle and outdoor 
industries. 

For years industry observers have 
predicted Americans will start riding 
bikes for practical purposes when gas 
reaches $5 a gallon. Well, folks, that 
time has come.

Last month, gas crossed that historic 
threshold in certain parts of the coun-
try. While some argue that record high 
gas prices are a temporary anomaly and 
that the market will readjust, economic 
principals may indicate otherwise.

All evidence suggests that the 
world’s oil supply is finite and rapidly 
dwindling. Many once fertile oil fields 
are drying up and refineries are maxed 
out. Yet our global consumption grows, 
not only among our own gas-guzzling 
citizens but also among aspirational 
consumers in emerging nations such as 
China and India.

The fundamental economic theory 
of supply and demand offers little rea-

son for gas prices to recede. If we as-
sume that, indeed, high prices are here 
to stay, consumers could dramatically 
shift their thinking.

Clearly, bikes offer a practical and 
accessible solution to filling up at the 
pump. By many accounts, consum-
ers have already been turning to pedal 
power for some fiscal relief.

But as more consumers accept the re-
ality of expensive gas and look for long-

term solutions, riding a bike could be a 
legitimate choice on a menu of alterna-
tive transportation options.

As an industry we need to devise 
long-term strategies to attract custom-
ers and keep them engaged before the 
novelty of cycling for short trips wears 
off. Perhaps we can connect the dots for 
consumers and help them understand 
that bikes are really a long-term viable 
solution.
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