Why Local Matters
Price has become such a deciding factor in so many purchasing decisions of late that it is becoming harder and harder to remember a time when service and a personal relationship with the merchant reigned supreme.  But it was not that long ago that commerce here in our valley was transacted primarily on the basis what was available locally and of making a fair deal all around.  The idea that a person or family could start a business and make a decent living serving us all was an integral part of the American Dream.
Yes, the selection may not have been great, and the price probably didn’t rival that of the stores and trades to the south of us, but something else was at work that made sense.  I believe it was this now-disappearing interrelated force called community.  Money flowed around within this community in the form of wages and purchases and donations to worthy causes, and for the longest time it worked well.  Weekenders and second home owners shopped here too, adding an inward flow of dollars to the economy that I guess we grew accustomed to.  People from away paid the going rate for goods and services because they wanted to be sure that things were taken care of in their absence; an insurance policy of sorts as well as a gesture to be a part of our community, too.
The change may have begun with the arrival of the outlets and their off-price appeal, or when service stations became self-serve, and lately, of course, with the advent of on-line buying, but it probably became ingrained when more businesses became owned by outsiders.  Instead of enjoying a know-your-name relationship with a business, we have slowly become consumers instead of customers, a thoughtful distinction that replaces a relationship with a transaction that has begun to define 21st century America.
There is a disconnect here.  It has a known fact that one of the most important things we can do with one another is to mention our names.  At the Academy, students are thrilled when an adult in the community calls them by name, and it is no less important to any of us.  It is the same at the grocery store, or the book store, or the oil dealer, and if you pay attention you will see that the connection flows both ways.  If you add to that a level of genuine concern for the customer, one that is then mirrored back by each of us, you make friends for life.  And that good feeling speaks volumes for how, in the end, we treat one another in this increasingly confusing world.

Recently I purchased a new appliance from my locally owned fuel supplier and it broke on its first use, clearly a manufacturer’s defect.  The manual, of course, said that I should call an 800 number, but I returned it to the store instead.  Perhaps because it was a local business with which I have been doing business for 26 years, they took it upon themselves to fix the problem.  When asked by the manufacturer why I did not call, the service technician said that he figured that I was his customer.  It doesn’t get any better than that.

Would this have happened at a big box store?  I doubt it.  Certainly there are good people who work at every one of them, but in the end it is not their store.  It has long been understood that wages only get people to show up for work.  It is something deeper that inspires people to actually care about customers enough to get to know them.  Everyday we trade away the savings of a few dollars for a little bit less of a personal touch and sometimes it matters more than we think.  
As the philosopher John Ruskin once wrote, "It is unwise to pay too much, but it is unwise to pay too little.  When you pay too much, you lose a little money; that is all.  When you pay too little you sometimes lose everything.  Because the thing you bought was incapable of doing the thing you bought it to do.  The common law of business balance prohibits paying a little and getting a lot.  It cannot be done.  If you deal with the lowest bidder, it is well to add something for the risk you run and if you do that, you will have enough to pay for something better."
And in the end it matters to all of us that there will still be places that know us, and we them.
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