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SLOW MOVING STOCK – THE CURSE OF RETAIL PROFITS 

 
Slow moving stock is like a millstone around any retail manager’s neck.  We have all 
been there, maybe your orders arrived later than expected and almost missed the 
season, the weather or political issues impacted on visitor numbers, or you 
purchased more than you needed to get that extra discount?  Sometimes it’s just that 
the stock didn’t appeal to your visitors as expected?   
 
Whatever the reason it’s not having slow stock that damages your profits so much as 
not dealing with it quickly enough.  At 3 months you should be using every trick you 
know to get that stock moved out.  Remember, you just want your money back – just 
ask for cost price and tax, it’s the most effective damage limitation strategy there is.  
Then, you can reuse that money to buy stock that will turnover many times and make 
up your margins. 
 
One of the most common misconceptions amongst buyers is that you must buy large 
quantities to get higher margins. In fact in most cases you aren't saving money by 
buying in bulk if you cannot be certain of selling it all at full price within one season.   
 

Look at this example: 
 

• If you bought 500 souvenirs at £2 each, total cost would be £1,000.  
You would expect a selling price of £4 = £2,000 in total giving you a profit of 
£1,000? 

• If you end up only selling half of them (250) at full price = £1,000 sales 
the next 25% (125) you reduce to half price at £2  = £250 sales 
then the last 25% (125) you ‘write off’ = £ 0 sales 

• You have in fact achieved sales of just £1,250 for your initial investment of 
£1,000 and your profit is only £250 (for the purpose of this example I have 
ignored tax) 

• If you had just bought 250 of these you would probably have paid £2.20 each 
and could have sold them for £4.40 making sales of £1,100 and a healthy 
profit of £550 
- or keep them at £4 and make sales of £1,000 and profit of £450 either way 
you win!! 
 

My advice is when looking at an item ask yourself 2 questions - how many can I sell, 
and how much would they go for? THEN ask for the cost price and make a decision 
on quantities. 
 
Finally, try asking your supplier if the item is going to be a success - when they say  
'yes.....of course' then challenge them to supply you smaller quantities at the 
discounted price because, after all, when they sell out you WILL order more! This 
challenges THEIR confidence in the product. 
 
OK so how can we move that slow stock?  Here are some ideas... 
 

• If the stock is postcards, greeting cards, note cards, try bundling them in packs of 
say 6 or 10 and make some of them your most popular ones (they go to the front) 
and some your old stock - sell the pack at enough £ to take full margin on the 
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popular lines and cost recovery on the old stock - you can use a simple clear 
plastic bag to hold the bundle with a 'special offer' sticker on the front. 

 

• Give away a pen or pencil with every guide book, have a ‘lucky dip’ bag for 
children’s toys or make up ‘party bags’ including new stock and old. Higher priced 
items could be offered as fundraising prizes for friends’ lotteries or even sold on 
eBay!  
 

• If its giftware then you could try the usual ‘buy one get one free’, or again, link 
them to a popular item as a bundle and price to cover your costs plus profit on 
the good item.  Get your volunteers to make up pretty baskets with a mixture of 
slow moving gifts and top sellers, again work out the overall price by keeping the 
slow moving stock at cost. 

 

• You could offer them to your membership team as incentives for joining and write 
them off for that purpose. 

 

• If they are books - and a lot of books are old stock - then you could have a 
bargain book event one evening with wine and cheese and clear them out at the 
event but do make sure you have reduced them far enough to clear them out. 
People love a book sale! 

 
Whatever the stock, is if it isn't selling then cut the price as far as you can - do not 
get in a situation where you have incremental reductions and the stock just gets 
dirtier and handled too much. Cut ONCE cut HARD and learn from the reductions 
you have had to make by trying to understand why it didn’t sell at full price.  
 
We ALL make mistakes what makes a good store manager is recognizing the 
mistake quickly and dealing with it decisively - then moving on to buy better.  When 
clearing slow moving stock, don’t dump it all in a bin but display it just as carefully as 
the rest of your stock. Don’t stick massive red 'sale' stickers on it, just subtly present 
a ‘reduced prices’ sign amongst the products. Here in the UK we have John Lewis 
stores who never throw up overhead 'sale' banners or have stickers everywhere – 
it’s always understated, but clear. Yet they sell their sales stock out quickly.  Try 
having a special ‘SALE DAY or WEEK’ at the end of your season with members 
getting a special preview evening.  There is no point holding your sale in January if 
your visitor numbers plummet then – you need a critical mass of shoppers to make a 
sale work for you. 
 
Finally, in accounting terms your stock value should be reduced by 30% every year 
after purchase so, after 3 years its value is just 10% of the price you paid.  At that 
point it should be written off your books and disposed of. (Far better to act fast and 
recover the full cost price in year one).  Auditors may not implement this rule 
because the store belongs to a non profit organisation, but if the shop were 
commercially controlled and sold to another business this is the valuation they would 
give. 
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