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Mike’s View:  

Diversity in the Marketplace

By Mike Davis, Publisher

W hat lessons from 
biodiversity can 
we apply to the 
marketplace? 

In my travels up and down 
the Niagara Escarpment, I am 
fortunate to experience the 
power of the small business 
retailer. To see some workers 
come into a café in a tiny 
village, obviously thinking 
about ordering a typical large 
coffee retailer beverage, but 
leaving very satisfied with the 

local product and the service 
they got. Large municipal 
centres have interesting 
wares with unique shops 
and sometimes colourful 
shopkeepers, well worth 
crossing the threshold for. 
There are countless examples 
up and down the Escarpment.

Brad is one of them. Brad 
ran a small business selling 
running shoes. He was 
honourable and ethical, knew 
his craft cold and served his 
customers very well. Brad 
watched you walk and could 
tell which type of shoe would 
work best for you. He did not 
seem to “push” you into a 
brand that made him the most 
money; he saw your needs as 
paramount. Brad sold shoes, 
but he hosted “social runs” 
where he opened early or 
closed later so joggers could 
run from his store. If you 
wanted to know who to run 
with he would introduce you 
to a group of your ability. Have 
an ache or pain, he would 
likely have a solution. He also 
ran “Learn to Run” clinics, and 
coached local youth teams. He 

put a huge amount of sweat 
equity into his business which 
took away from his family 
and it paid off. Many times a 
sale would be done when he 
was not even there! He would 
come back from a social run 
to a customer standing at his 
till with a credit card in hand. 
This was Brad’s “Killer App;” 
many of his customers just 
ignored whatever was going on 
in the marketplace and bought 
only from him. 

Challenges to Retailers
But Brad had no buyers’ 
group; he dealt with each 
supplier, one-on-one. I think 
he was very vulnerable as a 
little guy. Alas, the ice storm, 
the polar vortex, the larger 
retailers encroaching and 
direct internet sales from 
his suppliers took their 
toll. A trend seemed to be 
developing that people could 
buy shoes elsewhere for 
close to what Brad had to 
pay for his inventory. He was 
worried about how to get new 
customers and I think he felt 
his business was unsustainable. 

He closed up this past summer 
and moved away.

Some say growth has 
advantages, and a larger 
population means a 
larger market potential. 
Entrepreneurs see and act 
on opportunities which can 
change the marketplace. 
Greater market potential, 
however, also attracts larger 
retailers that have the buying 
power to set their own price 
and their own service level.

Value of Diversity
In nature, biodiversity is very 
important. When an area 
has lots of different plants 
and animals doing many 
things they co-exist to make 
a robust community. Just as a 
forest may have a dominant 
species, say a Sugar Maple 
grove, there is a place for less 
common individuals with just 
as much importance, say a 
Wild Ginger or Leek. In the 
marketplace, big box stores 
do have a place and should be 
part of the fabric, but so should 
the little guy. More diversity 
may help a community 
be able to withstand more 
and greater stresses. In 
nature, an individual may 
be lost, but as long as the 
balance is maintained and 
helped by the robustness of 
diversity, the community as 
a whole should endure. 

In the marketplace, 
diversity should be important 
too. Should self-serve to get 
the lowest price point, be 
superior to competent and 
enthusiastic sales help? Maybe 
yes, maybe no. Sometimes 
it is good to step a little out 
of your comfort zone and 
explore a bit of the unknown. 
If you give the “little-guy” 
small business retailer a 
shot, I think you will be very 
satisfied. What do you think?
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