Physical Space as Packaging – Reimagining the Cultural Content Storefront  

The local record storeowner perfectly symbolizes the challenges that media-oriented business owners face as a result of the liquidating effects brought about by the digitization of cultural content.   That is to say, local record storeowners are tasked to augment their physical storefront business model if they are to continue to survive and profit in a digitally enabled socioeconomic culture. 
 
Media ubiquity is nothing if not a full-fledged reality at this stage in mass media culture, making the ownership of media a less and less necessary component to the enjoyment of cultural content. Eventually, the promise made known by the digitization/virtualization of media will be complete and objectifying content will be nothing but an antiquated practice from a bygone era, the relics of which will be like so many 78s in the dusty corner of an antique store.  
 
Excluding the examination of points related to the value of owning a compact disc, which provides the owner a discrete unit of source data that can be used in multiple environments and can be sold back to the consumer stream via the used record store (allowing an individual the ability to recoup some of the initial purchasing expense), and the advent of a marginal object culture coming about in response to the total virtualization of media, what can a proprietor who sells cultural goods in a physical storefront offer a consumer, if ownership of cultural content is absolutely unnecessary for one to experience cultural content?  Below is a proposition:
 
Sell an experience, not a media object.  
 
Instead of continuing on with the dying enterprise of selling content as a physical object in physical space, the storefront owner is challenged to establish a new way to sell the immaterial nature of cultural content.  As an example, employees of a cultural content store could be hired as arbiters of cultural content and assigned shifts in accordance with a television programming-like strategy, where customers would visit the store to experience the offerings of the arbiter based on their interests. The store would make its weekly arbiter schedule public on a variety of social networking sites in an effort to establish a following for the individual arbiters and to the extent that the arbiters are successful in bringing in a considerable number of customers, would remain employed.  

Customers would pay an entry fee to participate in the experiences streaming within the store’s bounds by the arbiter of their choice(s).  These entry fees would vary based on the cultural relevancy/authority possessed by each arbiter. Or, similar to Hub Culture’s Hub Pavilion concept, customers could pay a flat membership fee to experience unlimited access to the various goings on in a store’s space during their business hours.  With this example, the virtual stream would be externalized and would supplement a social experience based in physical space. 

Of course, arbiters would have to be extremely savvy, possessing a dynamic combination of skills.  Part media personality, lecturer, performer, marketer/advertiser and server (among other things), arbiters would have to become something like a local celebrity for a store to become wildly successful.  To the degree that the owner/manager of a store’s team of arbiters deemphasizes the drive to appeal to mainstream tastes, you will have stores that are in it less for the money and more for offering up content niche, appealing to more marginal, subcultural, or highly specialized interests. 

It is my belief that people still desire social interaction within physical space, even if this interaction is limited to people watching, and though the old media object storefront business model may very well be in its twilight years, the physical storefront as a place for dynamic social experience is still viable. 
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