Book Review by Lori Homsher: The Long Tail, by: Chris Anderson

I ‘read’ this book via CD during my 3-day per week commute to work. My drive is over one hour each way, so I’m able to motor through a 9-CD book in a matter of a couple weeks.

This book would be tough to thoroughly read the old-fashioned way, but on CD it was fantastic. The author is the editor of Wired magazine, so he knows a few things about technology and market trends.

In preparation for this book, Mr. Anderson has done his homework. He has gathered market data from several online corporations, including eBay, Amazon, Netflix, and Rapsody. Using this information, he identifies “The Long Tail” as that statistical phenomenon that occurs to the right of the “hits”. 
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Put into the record industry context, the ‘hits’ are the old American Top-40 standbys – songs that teenagers buy and listen to. The “long tail” in this example represents the songs that are not purchased on CD, but are downloaded online. For some songs, these downloads may occur only 10 times per month, as compared with a top-40 song that is downloaded 100,000 times per month. However, when you add up all of the downloads that fall into the “long tail”, it becomes 50% of Rapsody’s business! As Rapsody adds more and more ‘niche’ genres, the percent of revenue represented in the “long tail” grows exponentially. This is the basic concept covered within the book.

To enjoy success within the “long tail” of any market, one must look for opportunities to address the needs of the customers who are searching for products within ‘niches’, or expand upon the economics of online storage rather than traditional warehouse and distribution methods.

Applying this concept to one of my client businesses, I see several areas that can benefit tremendously from a “long tail” push in marketing efforts. One area in particular – print-on-demand and print-in-time – are fairly easy to implement into the existing business infrastructure.

Currently, we have two variations of print-on-demand:

· POD: Store a minimal amount in inventory with low reorder points. When stock hits reorder, an email is triggered internally for reprint. This format works well for non-personalized printed materials.

· PIT: True print-in-time, where the order is sent directly to the printer hold queue. This method offers streamlined personalization of printed output. According to Xerox, this can be handled two different ways:

· PPML (XML-like coding) that sends variable text into a data form stored on the printer.

· ViP (freeflow vi interpreter) that sends postscript code combining the data with a template/form on the printer.

By POD-enabling TOPS, we will be able to offer our clients traditional and POD product fulfillment, while also increasing our print revenue. While individual print volumes on each order may be small, the economies of automation allow us to grow exponentially in this area (by sending the print jobs directly to the printer). Creating the POD/PIT print jobs from TOPS enables us to handle these types of orders from the web, from imports, or from old-fashioned data entry.  It also allows us to intermingle traditional warehoused items with POD/PIT items in a single order. Our print production capacity is limited only by the printer’s ability to produce the output. Storage space and warehouse staffing needs become non-issues. This removes some of the biggest obstacles to growth, which are space and people.

Another opportunity is to offer clients the ability to send POD jobs to us electronically and offer 48-hour turn around for pick up (or drop off/ship for an additional fee). In this example, existing clients simply log onto our web site, submit the forms for printing, fill out an accompanying form that specifies the job details, and the job goes immediately to the print hold queue (with a corresponding email to the graphics dept). 
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