Six Reasons Why The Christian
Retail Industry Is Struggling

1.) A lot of consumers don’t understand the
importance of support for local
establishments. Some people think it’s “cool”
to shop online without realizing that every
purchase is the equivalent of a vote. When
people shop online, they are voting for their
local shopping options to vanish and to send their prosperity
away from their communities.

2.) Some vendors circumvented “brick and mortar” by going
direct to the end consumer instead of using locally
established outlets. It is impossible to stay in any business
when the same folks who make a product are enticing consumers
to shop direct with them and using financial incentives as a
lure. Fly-by-night internet opportunists and volunteer-
staffed church bookstores eliminated jobs by competing with
local businesses.

When we joined the Christian Booksellers Association in 1988,
we were required to have a location open to the public at
least 40 hours a week in a downtown or retail area. Most
companies we bought from required us to be a legitimate
business with standard operating expenses. The direct-to-
consumer sales diminished the demand that drove customers into
our stores for products and services. Filling the needs of
the community made it possible for local bookstores to pay
rent, utilities, wages and taxes. Distribution is one thing,
but undercutting and shutting out local businesses to support
mega-operations in a distant location destroys the community
spirit as well as the local economy.

3.) Message erosion—-lack of trust in the integrity of
the message. Is it worth buying if it may not be good? OQur
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store has always tried to stock the best values and faithful
messages, but the spiritual junk food is giving folks
cavities.

4.) An abundance of information everywhere. Many consumers
now expect everything to be either cheap or free. Instead of
enjoying the Bible, they would rather spend an abbreviated
amount of time on Google or YouTube.

5.) Younger shoppers, from middle age down, are adopting
online shopping as a way of life. I’'ll never forget the hurt
I felt when I realized my churches were shopping online. When
people support Amazon, they’'re also supporting the
distribution of pornography, violent video games and all other
forms of anti-Christian godlessness. Christian consumers are
spending their hard-earned money to make Amazon prosper, to
the destruction of their fellow Christians’ businesses.

6.) Publishers implemented uneven scales by giving
better terms and discounts to the “big box” retailers. There
was no voice to demand the same deals for the independents.
The FCS chain was considered “too big to fail”, so their
creditors let them have the longest leash in the industry and
they failed anyway. It’s as if the independent local
retailers were invisible.

So what can we learn about this?

Honor God. How we live our lives, treat our vendors and our
customers and everyone in our communities reflects our belief
system. If God is not first, nothing else matters.

Debt is bad. Spending money you don’t have and failing to pay
your obligations is not wise. I have a hard time calling it
“Family Christian Stores” because it’s not owned by a family
and it’'s not Christian to not pay your debts. The only part
of the name that 1is accurate 1is “Stores”. When it went
bankrupt two years ago, a judge expunged $127 million dollars
of debt owed to their vendors. Considering there were


http://www.patheos.com/blogs/chrisicisms/2017/02/25/goodbye-family-christian-stores/
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/chrisicisms/2017/02/25/goodbye-family-christian-stores/

about 266 stores at the time, that’s around $612,100 in debt
per store! The chain was bought in 2012 and organized as a
non-profit organization with the benefit of more tax
advantages. This makes it more difficult to understand how
the debt could have gotten so far out of control. (Their
records show they had gross sales of $230
million—averaging nearly $900,000 annual sales per store. So
the amount of debt would have been more than six months of
gross sales!)

Charity: 1If you want to donate to a charity, donate out of
your own bank account. If you buy because you thought the
business was donating to charity, it 1is a marketing
manipulation. FCS advertised they gave their profits to
missions projects and widows and orphans. That sounds noble
enough, but cheating a company out of payments due so you can
donate to a good cause is not right or honorable. By other
calculations, the amount donated was .01% of gross sales.
That means if you spent $100.00, about one penny was donated
to charity!

Fairness: Buy something for what it is worth and sell
something for what it is worth. I have had customers come
into my bookstore asking for special discounts. For one
person to get a discount means others must pay more to make up
for 1it. This results in a “thumb-on-the-scales”
effect. We don’t get discounts off our electric bills or tax
bills, so it’s better for everyone to charge a fair price for
everything and then everybody benefits.

In the statement to their customers, Family Christian Stores
blamed the publishers and gift vendors for not giving them big
enough discounts and more time to pay “so they could remain
competitive.” Competitive against what? FCS located their
stores in market areas that were already served and fought
against independent Christian bookstores by undercutting the
pricing integrity.
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As long as the publishers cooperated with their strategy, our
industry was doomed. The publishers could take a lesson from
Lifeway Publishers. If you have a good book, you don’t have
to degrade the suggested retail price to get people to buy it.

It’s been said that competing on price 1is the worst strategy
because you lose even if you win. This chain ate others in
the industry and ultimately ate themselves. Selling for the
cheapest price is not a ministry. Competition in our industry
is not just harmless “fun and games”.

We didn’t realize how badly we were being oppressed until FCS
went away. The upper-level management of FCS did a great deal
of damage to the Christian retail industry. We were so
mercilessly undersold, we shouldn’t have continued to exist
this long. FCS tried to break the backs of the local
independent Christian bookstores by competing in these ways:

1.) They opened up in areas served by other Christian
bookstores.

2.) They created a mentality in our customers to always
wait for a coupon.

3.) They trained customers that everything should be on a
$5 sale.

4.) They created a false perception that purchasing from
them is the same as donating to charity.

5.) Many Christian bookstores were so demoralized,
they lost the desire to compete because the marketing
conditions were stacked against them.

6.) This aggressive behavior caused the demise of hundreds
of local independent Christian bookstores.

Is there a future for our industry? That depends on whether
the Christians want us enough to support us. The marketplace
is defined and shaped by the need. Everyone seems to love the
ministry aspect of our position, but even ministries must have
a financial foundation in order to continue. It is up to the
customers to decide how to support a brick and mortar presence



in their communities.

People frequently come into our store looking for donations
for their charitable events. If they shop on Amazon, why
are they not asking Amazon to donate to their events? A
business in the marketplace is part of the community.
A relationship can only work if it is mutually beneficial.
The customers in a community where a Christian bookstore
exists will write the rest of the story.

By Cynthia L. Davis

Cynthia and her husband, Bernie, and have owned Back to Basics
Christian Bookstore for over 28 years. She was elected to
five terms on the O0’Fallon Board of Aldermen and four terms in
the Missouri State Legislature. Cynthia and Bernie have seven
children and have been married over 36 years.

E-Mail: Cynthia4Missouri@gmail.com



mailto:Cynthia4Missouri@gmail.com

