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Executive Summary 
 
 
 Powell's Books is an icon in the independent bookseller trade, with a worldwide reputation. 
Founded in 1971 in Portland, Oregon the company has gone through incredible growth, inevitable 
downsizing, and yet continues to be a major player in the bookseller industry. An exploration of Powell's 
Books past and current marketing and branding efforts can help Powell's Books to build a purposeful 
and strategic plan to increase brand equity and improve the company's position compared to other 
industry giants such as Amazon.com and Barnes & Noble.  
 This report offers the reader facts, history, words and pictures that begin to paint a picture of 
past and current positioning in the bookseller market. In today's world, it is increasingly important that 
businesses understand that the "marketplace is an interconnected group of players . . . acting and 
interacting in some way for their own and the mutual benefit of others" (Schultz, et. al., 2009, p. 9).  
 No business can be an island until itself. However, all businesses must ensure that they have 
differentiated products and services. They do this by establishing, communicating and delivering on 
promised benefits in a way that sticks with current customers and attracts new ones. Successful 
businesses attend to nurturing brand relationships by creating value that is meaningful to their current 
and prospective customers. 
 Powell's Books has long-established itself as a reliable business with a strong community 
presence. Part of Powell's mission statement reads, "We have a social responsibility to the community 
and our industry to fight censorship, promote literary awareness and encourage authors and their 
works" (See: http://www.powells.com/info/community.html). With over four decades of doing just that, 
the question is: how can Powell's continue to connect its mission with customer needs? The world is a 
rapidly changing place. To what degree should Powell's adjust to meet changing times or hold the line? 
 
 

Key Findings 
 
 
Areas of Strength 

 Vibrant and recognized selection of new, used, rare, one-of-a-kind in-print books and eBooks 

 Multiple locations tailored to customer interests, including web-based presence 
 
Areas of Growth 

 Out-of-date technology and web-based applications hinder ease of use for customers and 
employees 

 Staffing and pay structure does not support the retention of committed, dedicated employees 
 
 

 

Top Recommendations 

 
Build and capitalize on staffing capacity, interests, knowledge and strengths for better retention, and 

top-notch customer service -- a key selling point compared to major competitors. 
 

Upgrade technology and social media for more interactive customer communications -- a necessity in 
today's world, even when capitalizing on the in-person experience. 

 

 

http://www.powells.com/info/community.html
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Introduction 
 

Innovations, key products, memorable campaigns, milestones 
 

 
 

  

In 1971 . . .  
  

reader-centered bookstore . . . 

 

committed to the strength of a well-informed community . . . 

 

ensuring the unimpeded sharing of ideas and knowledge 
 
 Walter Powell founded Powell's Books in Portland, Oregon in 1971 after a pleasurable stint 
helping his son operate a new and used bookstore in Chicago, Illinois. At the time, Walter took the 
unorthodox stance of shelving new and used books together. Michael Powell joined his father eight 
years later, helping locate the new (now familiar) location in Portland's Pearl District, a mostly (then) 
undeveloped location with wholesalers, auto repair shops and warehouses. Four plus decades later, the 
area is filled with local boutiques, restaurants, bars -- a thriving hub of retail and service industry 
businesses. 

 
 

In 1984 . . .  

 
 Powell's Books opened its first branch store. The new store was in a suburban location, away 
from the "edgy" feel of the headquarters location. Powell's was concerned that the original location was 
limiting their customer base; the new building was very different in style from the concrete-flooring and 
plain wooden bookshelves at headquarters in Portland's Pearl District.  
 Powell's was practicing the fine art of benefit-based segmentation, tailoring the Powell's Books 
experience to specific customer interests, needs and location. While this sort of approach can "aid in 
identifying viable target audiences" it can also hinder the "building and nurturing [of] relationships" with 
the identified customers  (Schultz, et al., 2009, p. 95).   

Charter member  2010- 

Google eBooks 

Founded in 1971- 

New, used, rare and out-of-print books 

Web presence established 1993- 

Online ordering and shipping 

Offered customers access in 2012- 

Espresso Book Machine (print on demand) 

Powell's Books 

http://www.powells.com/info/michaelpowell.html
http://www.powells.com/info/community.html
http://www.powells.com/info/community.html
http://www.powells.com/info/community.html
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In 1994 . . .  

 
 Powell's wisely developed an internet presence, establishing their website retail services before 
Amazon.com. Company legend reports that the idea was born when a man in England emailed Powell's 
with a request to buy a book that local U.K. retailers offered to order from the United States for $80 plus 
shipping and handling, with the book arriving 6-8 weeks later. His emailed request to Powell's resulted in 
half the price and took only three days to get to him. (Retrieved from 
http://www.powells.com/info/details.html). 
 By 1999, Powell's had completed a major expansion of their headquarters location, reporting a 
revenue of $41.8 million. Growth continued until 2005, when the specialty travel store was closed down 
in response to the decline in brick-and-mortar sales. (Retrieved from  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Powell%27s_Books)  
  

In 2010 . . .  

 
  
 Emily Powell (Michael Powell's daughter) took on the mantle of leadership, launching the Miss 
You retail marketing campaign. The campaign acknowledged that "ownership is one of the most 
powerful psychological concepts in consumer marketing" (Powell's Books Launches "Miss You" Retail 
Marketing Campaign, 2010). 
 Powell's Bookstore offered customers a custom digital photograph, featuring the customer in 
front of the iconic entrance with his or her name on the marquee. Powell's sent the picture via email to 
the customer, along with easy links to share the picture on social media sites. Powell's Books was an 
early adopter of social media for direct marketing to current and potential customers. With a sense of 
humor  -- notice the customer's ability to opt out of a long-distance relationship, periodic newsletters 
and a 25% off coupon.   

http://www.powells.com/info/details.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Powell%27s_Books
http://photos.retailgeek.com/Retail/Powells/
http://photos.retailgeek.com/Retail/Powells/
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Current Position and Situation 
 
 Basic company information was available on the Powell's Books website. Slightly more in-depth 
information was gleaned from Find the Company.  Otherwise, Powell's Books remains fairly opaque and 
does not release a great deal of information. 
 

 
Organization 

 
Powell's Books Inc. 

 
Year Founded 

 
1972 

 
Industry 

 
Large-size bookstores 

 
Headquarters Location 

 
7 NW 9th Ave., Portland, OR 97209-3301 

 
Number of Employees 

 
476  (139 at headquarters) 

 
Estimated Sales Volume 

 
$34.2 million 

 
Assessed Real Estate Value 

 
$696,510 

 
Estimated Real estate Value 

 
$749,436 

 
Building Size 

 
10,000 sq. feet 

 
Lot Size 

 
.11 acre 

 
Most Recent Sale Date 

 
July 1, 1987 

 
 

Internal Market - The Voice of Employees 

 
 Internal markets are made up of "those individuals, work groups, departments, internal teams, 
and others that are directly engaged in the ongoing operation" (Schultz, et al., 2009, p.34). 
Employees are critical to the viability and success of any business. In a 2010 interview in Poets& 
Writers, Chamberlin notes that a "sense of equality permeates every aspect of Powell's business 
model" -- including shelving new and used books side-by-side, long-standing advocacy on free-
speech issues, and 500 unionized employees with matching 401K plans. He goes on to point out that 
"no one had to look busy when the owner arrived."  Michael Powell was described as being 
"endlessly curious about the world . . . his employees ideas . . . what his customers want to read . . . 
[and] . . .  innovative ways of doing business."   
 It is no secret that when ownership changes hands, there is a period of turmoil, no matter how 
carefully planned for, that can leave management and employees feeling at odds with each other. 
While Powell's Books has striven to ensure that their employees feel valued and engaged and an 
integral part of day to day operations, some data indicates an employee sense of dissatisfaction with 
the new management. 
 Glassdoor.com offers some insights into employee perspectives that management may want to 
consider. Strong internal marketing (which means healthy and strong internal two-way 
communication) supports strong external marketing. The business exists in an interdependent 

http://www.powells.com/info/briefhistory.html
http://listings.findthecompany.com/l/1483632/Powell-s-Books-Inc-in-Portland-OR
http://www.glassdoor.com/Reviews/Powell-s-Books-Reviews-E3339_P3.htm?filter.employmentStatus=REGULAR&filter.employmentStatus=PART_TIME&filter.employmentStatus=UNKNOWN
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fashion with interactions involving employees and the wider community. A few key quotes from 
employees offering their insight on Glassdoor.com is included in the following chart. The quotes 
capture sentiments generally expressed over time: 
 

 
 
 Customer reviews (see next page) demonstrate the impact employees can have on their 
shopping experience; what is curious is that reviews on Yelp for the Beaverton location focus mainly 
on the customer service and environment, while the Yelp reviews for original location focus mainly 
on the excitement and overwhelming nature of the experience -- another argument for careful 
consideration of product and service segmentation, and to remember how interconnected the 
market place is in today's world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Powell's is not a big box store 
and never should be. Keep 
rewarding the employees 

who love working there, and 
promoting opportunities to 
move up, but don't let the 

mopey loafers stick around. 
It's bad customer service and 

terrible for team morale. 

~2015 

 

knowledgeable, fun 
staff; competitive 

salary; recognizable 
tourist attraction 

~2013 

pay is really low, even 
for professional level 

positions  

~2010 

The marketplace is much more a network of people, 
organizations, and activities than it is  
a linear inbound or outbound system. 

 
Building Customer Brand Relationships, 2009 

http://www.yelp.com/biz/powells-books-beaverton-3
http://www.yelp.com/biz/powells-books-portland-14
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External Customer's Tell Their Story 
 

From humble storefront beginnings in 1971 . . .   
Powell's Books has grown into one of the world's great bookstores . . .   

 and one of the book world's most successful dot-coms,  
serving customers worldwide. 

https://www.powells.com/info/briefhistory.html 

 
  
 One of the peculiar strengths of the Powell's Books brand is its appeal as a destination 
experience in and of itself. Proud Portland residents include a tour of the "City of Books" as a must-do 
when friends and family visit. People from around the globe make sure to include at least a brief stop at 
Powell's Books when they are in Portland.  
 The lure of old and new, rare and hard-to-find books filling an entire city block draws even 
professed non-readers, especially when the sidelines include small gifts, cards, unique items and a 
bustling coffee shop.  While the worldwide appeal is a definite strength for Powell's Books, it also poses 
some concrete challenges in marketing to discrete segments of the customer base.  
   Nonetheless, Powell's has decades of experience in attracting and nurturing a wide 
variety of customers, described by Chamberlin as: well-dressed and elderly folks, pierced and tattooed 
youth, hipsters in sweatshirts, construction workers, parents and children, well-heeled and flashy 
women (2010). The common denominator for all of them was that they were reading. What was 
important was "neither image nor decor but the books themselves." 
 The word-cloud below gives just a taste of Powell's customer reaction in the aggregate, drawn 
from Yelp reviews.  
  

 
 

http://www.yelp.com/biz/powells-books-portland-14 
http://www.yelp.com/biz/powells-books-beaverton-3 

https://www.powells.com/info/briefhistory.html
http://www.yelp.com/biz/powells-books-portland-14
http://www.yelp.com/biz/powells-books-beaverton-3
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Customer reviews gleaned from Yelp.com also point out the 
strength of the customer-brand attraction. The attraction is 
so strong in some cases, that it nets free reams of marketing 
and advertising.  For instance, this Yelp review (including 
photos) in April 2015 waxes poetic while sharing very 
concrete, useful information. 
 

.  
 

 
 
    
 In an interview with The Oregonian, Powell's Books attributed a great deal of their success to 
providing both the "tactile experience of surrounding yourself with books and booklovers" as well as 
establishing a strong internet presence (Njus, 2013).  In the interview, new owner Emily Powell 
acknowledged that Powell's strength was based on its physical presence, playing up to "experiences only 
a physical bookstore can provide." Miriam Sontz, new CEO further explained that many people were 
searching for places where they could get the "tactile experience" of being surrounded "with books and 
booklovers." 
   

 
                            Photo retrieved from Pinterest 9.27.15 

 

More than 1 million books on the shelves 
. . . the polar opposite of buying books 
from a discount online dealer like 
Amazon. It's one-part book store, one-
part library, one-part coffee shop, and 
two-parts Portlandia.  Best of all, 
Powell's is a huge 68,000 square feet 
destination with a wide selection of rows 
upon rows in rooms and rooms of books 
that are actually printed and bound . . .  
 
Books on brooks 
   and books about crooks 
Books of looks 
   and books for cooks 
 
Books starring Tooks 
   and books by Crookes 
Books with Hooks 
   and books for nooks 
 
At Powell's, they're real . . . and they're 
spectacular. 
 
Hours(7days/week): 9a-11p 
Sell your books: 9a-8p 
Rare book room: 11a-7p 
 
Powell's is a booklover's paradise . . .  
Michael S. Vancouver, WA 

http://www.yelp.com/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCK_4o6rql8gCFdYtiAodjDMFlg&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fkierhasha%2Fdull-jobs-i-ve-had%2F&psig=AFQjCNHfkfDrdB7pV3LPUCI3ECPrPe_j0Q&ust=144346424689542
http://www.yelp.com/user_details?userid=AbMjnKOwg736fcIu8apuyQ
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Brand Equity 

 
 There are many aspects to a company's branding efforts, including the brand promise, the brand 
personality, and the brand elements of logos, symbols, slogans and packaging. In Building Customer-
Brand Relationships, brand equity is defined as ". . . the strength and depth of the relationship that 
customers (and prospective customers) have with a brand resulting in the company's ability to sustain 
price premiums, capture greater volumes, or otherwise outperform competitors in the marketplace" 
(Schultz, et al., 2009, p. 13).  
 What creates this customer-brand relationship? It is built and maintained by the ability of the 
business to "establish a clear promise to benefit customers" and then "communication of that promise 
in a compelling, memorable way" (Schultz, et al., 2009, p.11).   

  
 
 

Used and new, hardcover and paperback, all on the same shelf 
 

open 365 days a year 
 

staffed by knowledgeable and dedicated book lovers 
 
 

Brand Promise 
 
 From its very beginnings, Powell's Books made some distinctive brand promises, described on 
the company's website on its page The History of Powell's Books. In the 2010 interview Inside Indie 
Bookstores: Powell's Books in Portland, Oregon, Michael Powell neatly sums up the Powell's Books  
philosophy and promise on bookselling which is first and foremost to provide people with books.  
 Michael Powell is clear that he has no interest in "telling people what to read" nor does he 
"judge a person by the type of books purchased . . . new or used, dime-store paperback or first-edition 
hardcover, manga or metaphysics."  
 This promise is met in Powell's extensive selection of books, both print and electronic. The 
promise is deepened by Powell's on-going commitment to meaningful community involvement, 
especially when taking on issues of censorship and free speech.  
 

Powell's Books is committed . . .   
to the strength of a well-informed community  

and supports numerous organizations working to ensure  
the unimpeded sharing of ideas and knowledge. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.powells.com/info/briefhistory.html
https://www.powells.com/info/briefhistory.html
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Brand Personality 
 
 What traits are inherent in a brand that can nurture the connection between the brand and the 
customer (or potential customer)? This question has been explored formally over the last several 
decades.  Research has shown that brands that genuinely adopt some basic fundamentals of human 
behavior and characteristics can result in greater receptiveness to the brand (Santos, 2014). 
 The framework, known as the "Five Dimensions of Brand Personality"  describes human 
characteristics associated with a brand and offers marketers a measurement tool to consider both the 
"theoretical and practical implications regarding the symbolic use of brands" (Aaker, 1997, p. 347).  The 
five core dimensions and their facets include: 
 

 Sincerity: down-to-earth, honest, wholesome, cheerful 

 Excitement: daring, spirited, imaginative, up-to-date 

 Competence: reliable, intelligent, successful 

 Sophistication: upper class, charming 

 Ruggedness: outdoorsy, tough 
 
 In addition to identifying the specific characteristics attributed to the Powell's Books brand by 
studying customer, employee and media sources, it is also crucial to firmly establish which of the five 
dimensions represents a point of differentiation (POD) and a point of parity (POP) for the Powell's Books 
brand as compared to other similar ventures. 
 According to McMillan and McGrath, "Most profitable strategies are built on differentiation: 
offering customers something they value that competitors don’t have . . . a company has the 
opportunity to differentiate itself at every point where it comes in contact with its customers" (Harvard 
Business Review, 1997).  
 David Aaker, in his blog post discussion on points of parity, states that another key consideration 
includes determining the "must have dimension" of the brand that -- if it isn't provided -- limits the 
brand's chances of success (2013). 
 

DIMENSIONS OF BRAND PERSONALITY 

Excitement Sincerity Ruggedness Competence Sophistication 
so vast you need a 

map 
Amazon with a 

soul 
mammoth oasis wily business 

acumen 
prominent online 

presence 
absolutely brilliant comfortable 

ambience 
mother monster of 

bookstores 
stunning selections innovative and 

creative 
staggering 
ambition 

passion for 
reading and books 

oversized 
warehouse of a 

store 

meticulously 
organized 

bibliophile's 
motherlode 

 
 A point of differentiation for Powell's Books can be found as a part of the facet of sincerity. The 
company's emphasis on a brick-and-mortar bookstore experience that accentuates the tactile and 
sensory coupled with the extensive selection of books and 365-days-per-year operation, underscores 
the genuine seriousness with which Powell's takes its mission to promote literary awareness and 
promote authors and their works.   
 A point of parity requiring additional attention from Powell's Books would be under 
sophistication.  Their website falls short of the sleek elegance, ample white space, user-friendly designs 
and interactive components more common in today's websites. This is noted by employees and is 
apparent to the casual visitor to the Powells.com website.  
 

http://www.powells.com/subjects/
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Brand Elements 
 
 Brand elements are all the various items that make up the brand expression. Items such as 
names, logos, symbols, slogans, jingle, characters/figures, packaging, letterhead, business cards  -- and 
what kinds and how many different colors, fonts or images are used to convey those elements? Sarah 
Matista, an online content specialist, talks about the importance of consistency across brand elements, 
as well as eight key elements to consider in her blog post "8 Brand Elements To Consider For Your Small 
Business" (2013).  The eight elements she mentioned included business name, logo, colors, 
tagline/slogan, fonts, tone, sounds, and smells.  
 For Powell's Books, their name is well-established as one of -- if not the -- world's largest 
bookstore. However, the design treatment of the four most common uses of the name in logos, tagline, 
color and font are quite different from each other, which may have some impact on customer 
perception and comfort, as the different treatments could result in customer confusion. Is this the 
Powell's Books? Or a different Powell's Books? How can the customer know? 

 
 
 An interesting element that Matista mentioned was that of smell. She points out that businesses 
would do well to think about the "power of olfactory branding" -- or, in other words, the effect on a 
customer when she or he "smells that distinct smell in another context and . . . first thing . . . thinks of 
the associated brand name"(2013).  A few minutes consideration of how many times customers mention 
their delight in the smell of Powell's Books would be a good branding strategy to consider.  
 

Brand Portfolio 
 
 Powell's Books offers a wide variety of primary products, services and solutions. It is difficult to 
ascertain the organization of these products, services and solutions, as they are generally muddled in a 
variety of places on the Powell's website, and not easy to locate.  
 The common thread throughout each of these offerings, however, is the emphasis on the 
customer experience. One of the capstone ideas behind the Powell experience is one of simplicity. 
Michael Powell believed that people wanted a "a calm background" for their bookstore experience. He 
felt his chief competitors wanted people to buy the book and "get the hell out" in a "subliminal way" 
that was tied to their bookstore environment (Chamberlin, 2010). An area of growth for Powell's Books 
would be replicating that simplicity in their web-based approach. 
  

Primary Products Services Solutions 

new and used books community events on-demand printing and binding 
rare books online ordering/fulfillment ask-a-book buyer 
one-of-a-kind books book buy-backs/resale staff book reviews  
electronic books eBook sales Specialty locations 
sidelines coffee shop partner incentive programs 

(click-through/cookies) 
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Current Brand Communication Strategies 
 
 Powell's Books appears to rely on word-of-mouth, community events, blog posts, their Partner's 
Program (which tracks referrals to their website from partner's website and provides a 7.5% commission 
on any sale and book buy-back referrals occurring from private partner sites), and some social media 
presence. It is of note that most hits on the web when searching for Powell's advertising result in direct 
links to a specific book or product.  
 Their website does not encourage customer interaction with Powell's Books, and does not 
support a customer sense of brand ownership. There are glimpses of humor and wit which can grab the 
reader's attention, but the font size and presentation make it difficult in today's visually compelling 
world to stay interested in what is being said on the webpage.  
 The website itself (see sample page below) still harkens back to a very dated approach, which is 
not user-friendly, inviting or particularly helpful for customers who are used to completing an accurate, 
relevant search in seconds with one click. This is particularly perplexing as there have been several 
mentions over the last two years that Powell's Books was moving ahead with renovations to both the 
physical headquarters building as well as their outdated website.  
 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 Despite the concerns with the Powell's Books website, the company does receive some 
acknowledgement for their social media campaigns.  In her Social Media Examiner blog post, Megan 
Hanney pointed out the inspirational nature of the Powell's Books approach to "making a national 
footprint" which includes "taking the time to create their own graphics and include quotes from 
authors" (2015).  
 Hanney also states that Powell's Books has posted customer photos, interactive posts and 
comment options on conversation topics. However, it is not easy or simple to find these items, which is 
an issue of concern. If customers are not able to find or access those activities which nurture the 
customer-brand relationship, then the brand could be looking at a shortened shelf-life. In today's fast-
paced and ever-changing world, businesses are well-served by staying ahead of the pack.  
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Competitor Analysis 
 
 Who are Powell's Books main competitors, and what differentiates them from Powell's Books? 
The table below summarizes some essential similarities and differences for three major competitors. 
 Powell's Books main competitors are significantly larger than Powell's Books in terms of assets 
and employees. Each competitor has some interest in mass merchandising and retail sales; however, 
they also offer some specialized products, such as the Barnes & Noble "Nook" eReader, or Amazon's 
highly diversified portfolio of merchandise all available online; or WalMart's additional sideline of 
groceries. 
 Powell's Books does have something very important that these competitors do not: staff with a 
love of books and reading and indie bookstores. While staff who have posted in Glassdoor.com had 
some very pointed comments to make around potential improvements, they also uniformly mentioned 
their love of books, reading and the Powell's Books environment. 
 In a nutshell, Powell's Books has an opportunity to capitalize on what the other competitors are 
missing:  
 

 organized stores, and 

 knowledgeable, thoughtful customer service  
 
 Another area of note is the lack of government contracts: Powell's Books had reported 
government contracts in 2010-11, but none are currently in place. Government contracts are one 
method of portfolio diversification that can help cushion the swings in the private market. Powell's 
Books may want to consider re-entering that arena. 
 

 
Competitor Analysis 

 

Competitors Presence Main  
Products 

Market  
Position 

Points of 
Difference 

Points of  
Parity 

Amazon.com Inc. worldwide Catalog and mail 
order; customer 

interest/demand and 
unique items 

154,000 employees 
 

$88,988 million 
annually sales 

volume 
 

heavy emphasis on 
government 

contracts 
 

publicly traded 
corporation 

shipping speeds 
are reported as 
greatly slowed 

down and 
frustrating to 

customers 

Barnes & Noble worldwide Brick-and-mortar and 
online bookstore & 

sidelines in 
hobbies/games 

33,000 employees 
 

$6.1 million 
annually sales 

volume 

offers the "Nook" 
for eBook 

consumers 
 

government 
contracts 

 
publicly traded 

Poor customer 
service, including 
poor technology 
(chats, phones) 

reported by 
customer 

Wal-Mart Stores, 
Inc 

Worldwide retail and mass 
merchandising; 
grocery outlet 

2,200,000 
employees 

 
$485,651 million 
annually in sales 

volume 

Previous reported 
government 

contracts 
 

publicly traded 

long lines, messy 
stores,  and poor 
customer service 

reported 

                               Data retrieved from FindtheCompany at http://listings.findthecompany.com/l/1483632/Powell-s-Books-Inc-in-Portland-OR 

 

http://listings.findthecompany.com/l/1483632/Powell-s-Books-Inc-in-Portland-OR
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Insights and Recommendations 

 
 While there is a great deal to be said for longevity and reputation, it is only part of the story. 
There are many drivers involved in sustaining a business over time; periodic shifts in performance are to 
be expected and should be approached as opportunities for growth, learning and continuous 
improvement. The following chart provides a snapshot into some key considerations for ways to 
maintain and grow the Powell's Books brand.  
  

 
 

Specific Insights and Recommendations 
 
 Powell's Books has long been a household name in the Pacific Northwest, and has a thriving 
reputation worldwide. However, a great deal of its reputation is based on an in-person experience which 
is not easily (if at all) replicable in today's web-based environment. Word-of-mouth advertising coupled 
with up-to-date technologies that encourage and support customer ownership and tight-knit 
relationships with the Powell's Books brand can help off-set that limitation. Indeed, 
the careful use of current technologies can help spread word-of-mouth advertising, 
intriguing prospective customers interested in experiencing an icon of Portlandia.  
 Powell's Books has decades of experience and learnings to draw from. It 
also resides in a community hub that offers a curious mixture of high-tech 
geekiness and social justice awareness.  This combination was remarked on by 
Michael Powell in 2004. It remains relevant today and it takes folks from all walks 
of life to carry it off:  
 
". . . if you can bring a kind of liberal-arts, social science view of the world to 
business, there's a lot of value in that . . . the only people I see who ever make it 
are the ones who find the cracks." 

~Michael Powell 
Interview with John Brant, Inc. Magazine, May 2004  

http://www.inc.com/magazine/20040501/howididit.html 

 

 

 

Strengths 

--A vibrant and recognized selection of new, 
used, rare, one-of-a-kind in print  books and 

eBooks 

--Multiple locations tailored to customer 
interests 

Weaknesses 

-- corporate shifts in ownership and 
leadership poorly received 

--prices slightly above what competitors offer 
for books 

Opportunities 

-- build and capitalize on staffing capacity, 
interests, knowledge and strengths for better 

retention 

--  explore  upgrading technology and social 
media for more interactive communications 

Threats 

-- out-of-date technology and web-based 
presentations, applications 

-- staffing and pay structure does not support 
the retention of committed, dedicated 

employees 

What about the 
next four decades? 

http://www.inc.com/magazine/20040501/howididit.html
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