Tilting at Windmills #86

By Brian Hibbs

(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #87

So, I’m looking through the latest Comics Retailer’s market beat, reading the “what topics should be covered” question, and it sure seems to me that if there is a consensus, it is on the topic of back issues.

What the hell, I can be a populist -- so back issues it is.

OK, so the problem is: we buy non-returnably; we order 2+ months in advance; and some times the “information gap” from this process (or even simply customer’s tastes changing faster then we can adjust), coupled with the short shelf-life most titles have, means we get stuck with a lot of unsalable product.

In addition, every day we get phone calls from customers (or former customers, or folk who “found a box of comics in their attic”, or whatever) who want to sell old comics back to us.

The thing of it is, the back issue market is pretty weak, and stuff can flow in a lot faster then it flows out.

This, I hope, adequately describes the scenario you see?

About three years ago I realized most of this, and it became apparent that the “standard” model for handling back issues was pretty flawed.

A big chunk of this realization came out of me trying to sell all my old vinyl LPs -- I had about 200 or so, so I dutifully carried my big boxes off to one record store after another, and watched in frustration as my collection was cherry-picked through and piece-mealed out. I mean talk about annoying! No one store seemed to be interested in more than 10 or 20 records, and after making all the rounds, I still had at least 25% of my collection that no one wanted for any price. With all the time and energy I put into it, I nearly lost money (based on the value of my time) -- I would have been almost better off donating the records to Goodwill or something and taking the tax deduction.

As a consumer (well, seller, but I mean that in the “not a retailer” context) I was utterly frustrated and annoyed.

Out of any 100 random comics a consumer might bring in, the average comic shop might only have “use” for about 10. This is because most of us are focused on selling the individual pieces of the collection.

Why not sell the collection instead?

We switched focus at Comix Experience -- rather than placing the largest effort on to single issues, individually bagged, boarded, and priced (though we have those, of course), we do the bulk of our sales in, well, bulk.

The first part of the equation is the purchasing of the material. I went out and bought a little $50 freight scale -- one designed for shipping packages, with room on it’s body for larger boxes, and with a digital readout. These are heavy duty construction, not like, say, a bathroom scale.

When customers bring in a collection for sale, we plop the entire thing up on it -- this is the key, we don’t even look at the comics inside -- and we pay fifty cents a pound for the weight. We deduct 10% of weight for bagged comics, and 33% if they have bags and boards. This works out to approximately a nickel a comic for a standard format book.

Like I said, the central thing that makes this work is that we don’t “cherry-pick” collections -- they bring the books in, we place them on scale, and buy them all, no whatever what it is. There are no exceptions to this rule. If someone brings in Amazing Fantasy #15, its still fifty cents a pound (though, of course, we’d encourage such people to take that kind of a thing elsewhere, should that ever happen)

In adopting this for your own use, you could lighten this a bit -- perhaps make a “single comics buy list” with the “hot” comics you are actively seeking, or some other criteria like “pre-1972 marvels and DC’s” or something.

However, the benefit to having it be hard and fast with no singles is that you both eliminate a lot of confusion, and you allow any of your staff to buy comics during all of your opening hours -- no more having to restrict it to when you have your “buyer” available.

So, we have a good buying system; now to work on the selling side of it.

Once we have a collection purchased, the first step is to cull out those few items that have some “value” as single back issues. By “value”, I mean that are worth putting into the regular back issue bins -- things that will turn within a reasonable amount of time. The nice thing is that since you’re paying so little, proportionately, for single pieces, you can set very inexpensive prices for common, good turning books, giving your customers a greater incentive to purchase them.

We’ve found that, on average, something like 5-10% of a collection is worth single bagging. About another 5-10% is utter and complete garbage that no one will buy -- this stuff you put off to the side, and once a year or so donate off to children’s hospitals or homeless shelters, or what have you. The “investment” you are making is very small -- small enough that you could even throw it away and not impact your bottom line significantly.

So, something like 10-20% of the collection has been removed as either “crap” or “gold” -- what happens to the rest?

Simple: sets.

“20 issues of Batman”, “20 Marvel comics”, “20 first issues”, “Avengers #272-290”, “20 comics featuring women”, just about anything you could imagine. We price these sets out at between fifty cents and a buck or so a book, depending on the precise contents. The sets are put in an appropriate clear bag (golden age bags work quite well), with a half-sized sheet of paper describing the contents, and, where appropriate, a designation like “cover price/your price” -- “20 issues of Batman, cover price: $40, your price $20” or whatever. You want to underscore the value of the packs.

Does this undercut the perception of comics being a “valuable commodity”? YES! This is a good thing in the long term. I usually give a little speech that goes something like this: “When you buy a video tape or a paperback book, do you have an expectation of a value increase, or are you purchasing them for the entertainment within? On the rare occasions that you get something “rare” it is a bonus, not the reason for your purchase. Why should comics be any different?”

The truth of it, as we all know as comics retailers, is that 95%+ of all comics produced have no after-market value -- why not embrace this, and start treating the product in this manner?

The actual dollars in profit is reasonably low, indeed, but the margin can’t really be beat -- we seldom get less than 1000% markup using this method, and sometimes it is significantly higher. Just as importantly, we’ve resparked a lot of interest in simply reading comics -- exposing people to things they had perhaps a marginal interest in, but couldn’t resist the price as a set. Let’s face it, the turn-rate on Avengers #272-290 as single back issues is vanishingly small, but package those 18 comics in a set for $10, and you can see good velocity. Your investment? Ninety cents, plus labor and supplies.

The only trick is to create sets that people want. By using a clear bag, you have two “facings” with which to show the contents (we never ever let people open the sets -- part of the price break is from the semi-”grab bag” nature of it) -- place the two best items in a non-contiguous set on the front and the back. If the price is attractive enough, the rest of the contents of a set could be mediocre -- they’re buying based on the outside packaging. Sorta like those sets you used to be able to buy in airports when we were kids: “Five comics for the price of three!” and there would be some boss-looking Avengers on the front, and inside you’d get a cruddy Conan or TeamAmerica or whatever. You were never upset, because the price was attractive, and the “bad” comics you got were offset by the value on the others.

Once you have an adequate “floating inventory” made from low-cost purchases, the “bite” of (effectively) liquidating your rack overstock is minimized greatly. Seldom are our “Starter Sets” wholly comprised of off-the-rack material -- oh, certainly some times it is rather unavoidable, and in those cases you’re likely taking a break-even position at best on the stock -- but the profit margin from the bulk purchases should more than offset the “loss” you’re absorbing in that case. The psychological “trick” is to look at all backstock in the aggregate. While that single copy of Batman #528 in your “20 Batman comics” set that you pulled off the rack is, individually, losing you money -- the other nineteen issues of bulk Batman more than make up the difference.

In any case, at this stage of the game you should have a tight enough ordering procedures that your “off-rack” back issues should be an insignificant percentage of your initial sales -- if not, then you need to carefully examine the methods with which you are ordering your frontlist material.

As always, a significant policy change such as this will not yield instant benefits -- it will take time to “ramp up” the program, and find the pricing structures that your customers will respond to the best -- but I do believe you will find that a high-margin, low-cost, fast-turn approach to back issues is far more profitable then the traditional methods of turning older stock.

************

Brian Hibbs owns Comix Experience, 10 years old at this writing! Send him a present at 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, CA, 94117. If you just have words (*sigh*) you can e-mail him at comixexperience@compuserve.com, or fax him at (415) 863-9299

