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BY CHARLIE MCCORKELL
The bike world is in disarray. Stores 

are all over the place; some down a little 
or a lot, some up a little or a lot. Many 
dealers are not adjusting for inflation—
a big mistake. I haven’t seen such dis-
parity in reporting in a long time. Lots 
of stores will not make it, though lots 
will, and new stores will open.

What can you do to be a survivor?
First, look outside your door. Is there 

a reason for tough times in your part 
of the world? Maybe the county tore 
up your road and won’t put it back? 
Did the Ford plant close? How are your 
non-industry competitors doing? Are 
iPhones and Wii devices flying off the 
shelf? Is it impossible to get a tee time? 

You get my drift.
Then, look closer to home. How are 

your competitors doing? Ask the reps, 
inside and outside.

Next look inside your shop and in-
side yourself. Fix the things you can fix. 
Do it now, don’t wait. Is your product 
mix off? Is your sales floor in disarray? 
Is there an employee or two who are 
sapping the collective will of the shop? 
Is your own attitude in the dumps? Are 
people not coming in? Are they not 
buying when they do come in?

Maybe a good tweak here and there 
will do the job. Or maybe it’s time for 
surgery. What can you cut? Who can 
you cut? What product can you do 
without and sell off?

A smaller change now can have a big 
impact as you go forward. Make no 
change now and you may have to per-
form more major surgery later. 

There is a line on your balance sheet 
called retained earnings. We tend nev-
er to pay attention to this number. It is 
all the money and inventory you have 
accrued over the good years. Remem-
ber, in the Bible, the seven good years 
and the seven lean years? It is retained 
earnings that help get you through the 
lean years. Hopefully, you have some.

If you are suffering, it is time to reach 
out to your industry partners and get 
some relief. If you partnered with one 
or two companies and have been a 
good and faithful client, they should be 

disposed to help you somewhat. If you 
always bought tubes at any source that 
was cheapest, well, ouch!

In any case, talk to your credit person 
and regional sales manager. Let them 
know what is happening and what you 
are doing about it.

Many of the biggest and best stores 
around are the biggest and best be-
cause they, too, faced uncertain times 
and survived, then thrived, because 
they learned the tough lessons. What 
are you going to do?

Charlie McCorkell owns Bicycle Hab-
itat in New York City. Reprinted with 
permission from Outspokin’, the NBDA 
newsletter.

Optimism radiated from retail-
ers and suppliers at trade shows this 
fall. Despite rising home foreclosures, 
plummeting stock markets, and fro-
zen credit markets, the industry mood 
seemed remarkably upbeat.

Many point out that our industry 
has done better than average in past 
economic downturns, especially those 
related to spikes in the price of oil.

But while the price of a barrel of 
oil was a factor when consumers be-
gan tightening their belts earlier this 
year, prices at the pump have steadily 
dropped as the overall financial crisis 

has escalated.
Still, observers say our industry re-

mains perfectly aligned with other fac-
tors such as health and environmental 
issues.

Trek’s John Burke compares bicycles 
to small cars, which are surpassing 
sales of large SUVs, as consumers look 
to conserve gas—and reduce green-
house gases.

This economic downturn may turn 
out to be a good period for bicycle 
sales. Nonetheless, the U.S. economy 
is undergoing fundamental changes, 
which demand prudent responses by 

anyone wanting to prosper over the 
next year.

Companies that avoid panic and 
stick to the basics will survive in this 
depressed market. Those that plan stra-
tegically and continually reevaluate 
their business in relation to the overall 
economy will come out ahead.

Develop a business plan and budget 
for increased spending in potential 
growth areas. 

Make specific investments in areas 
where there is a high chance of return 
on them. Continue to spend, but spend 
wisely. Cut back on spending in areas 

of weakness. 
Create a worst-case scenario plan, 

outlining what you would do if you 
needed to reduce expenses by 10 or 20 
percent. 

Rank cost-cutting measures in order 
from least to most drastic. Hopefully 
you won’t need to take drastic mea-
sures, but laying out a clear plan will 
prevent mistakes if cost-cutting mea-
sures become necessary.

The industry may weather this storm 
as well as any other. But when it comes 
to bad weather, those that prepare for 
the worst generally fare the best.
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