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Competing In a World of Big Box Stores
by Arlie Peyton

It happens to all of us. After fi nishing up with a 

client, we recommend purchasing the products 

that helped create their hair masterpiece. And 

then almost like it was on cue, they say “Oh, that’s 

okay. Maybe next time.” 

Sometimes it feels 

like a stab to the 

heart. It doesn’t feel 

good to send a client 

away only to buy, 

quite possibly, inferi-

or products. Plus, this 

is your second stream 

of revenue. And back 

in the day, it was a 

river compared to the tiny stream it is now. 

As you know, this is happening because big box 

stores and beauty product franchises are infring-

ing upon our territory. Amazon, Costco, CVS, Ulta, 

Sephora, and Trade Secret are hard to compete 

with. Even with your most savvy loyalty program, 

they will beat you on price nearly every time. 

So what’s an independent salon to do?

The best thing to do is to focus on positioning 

your salon correctly in the marketplace. This will 

optimize both revenue streams: services and prod-

ucts. This is the only way to compete against the 

big box stores and beauty product franchises. To 

unpack this concept, it helps to know a little about 

the three generic strategies devised by Harvard’s 

own Michael Porter.

You see, professor Porter predicted our fate 

decades ago when he 

published his study on 

the microeconomics 

and landscape of busi-

nesses from any indus-

try. According to Porter, 

a company is best po-

sitioned in one of three 

ways: by cost leadership, 

diff erentiation, or focus.

Cost Leadership is when a company provides 

the lowest price for goods in the industry. In the 

hair salon world, these are broad big box stores 

like Amazon, Costco, Target, and Wal-Mart. They 

have the lowest price because they deal in volume. 

Diff erentiation is when a company seeks to be 

unique in its industry in ways that are valued by 

customers. This is the model for world-renowned 

luxury brands. High-end independent salons fi t 

this strategy too. For salons and independent styl-

ists, it means that you’ve diff erentiated yourself by 
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So what’s an independent salon to do? The 
best thing to do is to focus on positioning 
your salon correctly in the marketplace. 
This will optimize both revenue streams: 
services and products. This is the only way 
to compete against the big box stores and 
beauty product franchises. 
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