Nancy Griffith:  The Aviator’s Store
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	Nancy Griffith was thinking about the future of her business.  Things were about to get a lot more complicated.





For the last 18 years, Nancy had owned a retail business called The Aviator’s Store, located at King County International Airport (Boeing Field) in South Seattle.  King County International Airport was one of the nation’s busiest general aviation airports; it served corporate, cargo, charter, helicopter, rescue, and flight training activities.  Nancy’s store had become an important part of the airport, patronized by many of its pilots and passengers, and she had worked hard to make it successful.





Nancy had grown up in a flying family.  Her father had owned a small plane, and the family flew frequently.  She grew up feeling at home around aviators and in airports and had decided to build her career around aviation.  Creating The Aviator’s Store from the assets of an existing business at King County International Airport had given Nancy the perfect opportunity to be a part of the aviation community.





But now she had a chance to expand in a new direction.  One of her vendors, a person who sold aviation-related books to Nancy’s store, was selling his book company.  Nancy was thinking about buying it.  The Aviation Book Company could enable her to reach out to a new set of customers and expand the market she had built with her store.





Buying a new business was a major decision and Nancy did not take it lightly.  She’d need to develop a business plan for the book company; apply for a bank loan to finance the purchase; set up all new accounting systems; secure warehouse space; and learn how to operate a mail-order and wholesale business, a completely different type of business than The Aviator’s Store.





As she considered the decision, Nancy thought about the decision she had made eighteen years earlier when she had opened The Aviator’s Store.  Many of the questions she had answered then were important questions to consider again.
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Eighteen years ago, a small business at King County International Airport had come up for sale.  The business consisted of a ground school for pilots, which was sold separately, and a publishing company and retail outlet that published and sold pilot training materials.  Nancy had purchased the assets and equipment from the training materials side of the business.  Her hope was that she could use these materials as the base of an aviation-related store at the airport.





The most important thing Nancy had done as she created her new business had been to think about her market.  Who were her customers?  What did they need?  She had known the business would not succeed unless she was truly meeting customers’ needs, and so had developed a simple but effective business plan to help her store succeed.





Nancy knew that her location was key to her success.  Since her store would be at the airport, she would have a built-in market.  But she also knew that that market would be a specialized one:  King County International Airport (KCIA) was not primarily a passenger airport.  Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, located just 10 miles to the south, was the region’s major passenger airport; it served over 25 million passengers each year.  KCIA did not focus on passenger flights.  Its operations were largely based around the needs of small aviation companies, private plane owners, businesses that owned corporate planes, and freight-carrying companies.  The airport did, of course, serve thousands of passengers a year, but Nancy knew that her primary market would be the aviators themselves, people who flew planes either for a hobby or for a living.





With that knowledge, Nancy had targeted the bulk of her business to the technical needs of aviators:  she built on the training materials that had been produced by the business she had purchased, and offered in addition up-to-date maps and charts, pilot supplies, trade magazines, and newspapers.  These were all items that aviators would have trouble getting anywhere else.  As a result, Nancy’s store helped her meet a very real need for the growing number of aviators who flew in and out of KCIA.





Of course, Nancy knew that tourists, passengers, and visitors also used the airport and might be interested in an aviation-related store.  The Boeing Company, which had its corporate headquarters nearby, often brought trainees and visitors through the airport for a tour; and the airport’s corporate clients often flew executives and their families in and out of Seattle for meetings.  Nancy wanted to appeal to these people too, so she also stocked souvenirs, gift items, clothing, software, and books specifically related to aviation.  In response to the popularity of specialty soaps, for instance, Nancy had created a clear soap with a small airplane in the middle.





The Aviator’s Store had become successful because Nancy had targeted its services to a very specific market.  Buying the Aviation Book Company would build on this market, helping Nancy broaden her reach. 
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As she made her plans to purchase the Aviation Book Company, Nancy thought about what she could accomplish with it:  she could reach a larger market through a mail-order catalogue and a catalogue on the Web; she could become a publisher, publishing books and aviation-related training materials; and she could sell books wholesale.  





She decided that the book company would carry technical materials – such as pilot training manuals, aircraft reference materials, and pilot supplies – but it would also consciously reach beyond aviators to their families and even to people who did not fly themselves but were interested in flight.  So, in addition to technical materials, the bookstore would carry aviation histories, audiotapes and videos, children’s books (including coloring books and paper airplane models), and flight bags.





Nancy leased warehouse space at KCIA behind her store.  She launched a mail-order catalogue for the Aviation Book Company and put that catalogue on the Internet.  She found creative ways to market materials through both of her companies.  And she continued to study the needs of aviators, doing her best to make sure her two businesses met those needs.
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