BE THE CUSTOMER!

By Leo Levinson

In sports such as golf or basketball, players are often coached that to improve their game they need to leave their own point of view with all its distractions and to "be the ball!".  Envisioning the experience from another point of view (admittedly it's a stretch to assume that a ball even has one) can be a useful tool for helping a player imagine and therefore cause a successful outcome.
In furniture retailing, we can put this lesson from sports to good use.  We have found that one can significantly improve ones marketing and advertising, by attempting to "be the customer!".  In fact, looking at things from the customer's point of view is even easier for us to imagine than for athletes imagining a ball, because we actually are customers who shop, although not at our stores.
Going outside our own point of view and attempting to look at the process through the eyes of the customer can be quite enlightening.  The important thing to do to be successful at this exercise is to be able to clear your mind from your own distractions as you begin, similar to the way an actor gets into a role.  You have become YOUR customer now.  What do you like or dislike about your store?
A good way to transition into this exercise is to simply be an aware customer as you normally shop for things.  It may even be valuable to take notes.  For example, if you go shopping at Home Depot or Lowes, Walmart or Target, CVS or Walgreens, what caused you to shop there today?  Was it a sale, finance offer, or doorbuster or did you go there without a specific motivator, just because you felt comfortable with that store.  Why did you feel comfortable?  How did they prepare you (with promotional, image, or another type of advertising and in which media?) to feel comfortable?  What made you stop in today?   

This exercise doesn't only work when you shop in national chains.  You should also observe the same things when you shop at smaller stores for clothing, gifts, tires, and more.
Now clear your mind and put yourself in your customer's head.  Imagine them looking at your advertising.  Is your message impressing them and causing them to become traffic for your store?  Would you be impressed?  For example, within the context of your region, would you be impressed by your advertised promotion, when compared to your competitors' promotions?  Might there be a more powerful message from your store, perhaps one that has nothing to do with price, that might resonate more effectively with the consumer and make them take a better look at you?
Now take a totally objective look at your commercials, ads, or circulars.  But don't look at them in your board room.  Look at them at home amidst the distractions there.  Is your message even reaching your prime customers?  For example, if your market is women 25-54, are you placing TV commercials midday, a time when most women this age are out of the home.  

Frankly, if you weren't working on this exercise right now, would you even be watching your commercials, or would you have already clicked to another station?  Is this even the right medium for you?  Does your ad or commercial have the creative punch and frequency to command attention?  As you quickly and objectively leaf through the newspaper, does your ad or circular stop you (remember, you're pretending you're just Mrs. AnyCustomer) or do you just flip by the ad?  Are your commercials or ads so much like your competitors that you could practically switch logos and it wouldn't make a difference.  Is your generic style of message causing confusion and difficulty in remembering the name of your store?
Has your message dealt with the typical customer's biases and misconceptions?  One bias many consumers believe, rightly or wrongly so, is that large space stores buy better and have a larger selection than smaller stores.  In the face of that bias, for example, how can a smaller Ashley HomeStore compete on price and selection against a hundred thousand square foot big box store?  They do though.  What should your message be to break through and to compete?  Why do you shop at Home Depot for a drill, but shop at the local hardware store when you need a screen replaced 
. . . even though the local hardware store is promoting a storewide sale?  What does that tell you about your messages?
Once you have considered some of the factors that caused you to become "traffic" for the stores you shop, you will start to have a better idea about why your advertising may not be working as well is you think it should for your store.  

But don't stop at advertising.  Take a look at your entire shopping experience from the point of view of the objective customer.  For example, examine the customer's first impressions of your store with the following exercise.  Open the front door to your store, walk in about four feet, and stop.  What do you see?  How does it make you feel?  What does it motivate you to do?  Until one retailer did this, he never really thought about a large, ugly carpet stain a few feet in from his entrance or that he had his most expensive sofa at the front door.  More importantly, does this area where first impressions are formed, make the customer feel comfortable that you are special, a value, compete effectively, offer home fashion, make shopping easier for the customer, and more?  It is said that one never gets a second chance to make a first impression.  Are you squandering your opportunity?
To follow up on this exercise, go shopping at other stores, both large and small, home furnishings and non-home furnishings.  Open their front doors, walk in a few feet, and stop.  What is it you see from that vantage point that  adds or detracts from your image of them and from your overall shopping experience?
Look at your business through the customer's eyes and it may prove to be a real eye-opener for you why your advertising and marketing may not be generating the performance you desire.
©2009 OK World Corporation dba GroupLevinson

