MAYBE IF WE IGNORE THE INTERNET,

IT WILL GO AWAY.   
By Leo Levinson

A recent study of people 25-54 reports that 69% visit retailers' Websites as part of their shopping experience.  
An educated guess, on my part, is that conventional furniture retailers spend less than 1% of their advertising budgets on Internet advertising, especially if one doesn't count what they spend on their Website itself.  
69% of shoppers . . . less than 1% of budget . . . is there a major disconnect here?  Why are we hiding from our customers?

The Internet threatens to overtake all other media as the most efficient advertising medium for reaching potential furniture customers, if it has not already done so.  Yet, conventional furniture retailers have almost completely ignored it like ostriches with their heads in the sand.  Instead, they continue to pour millions into outmoded media like newspaper and Yellow Pages.   

Retailers must totally reinvent their advertising strategies and priorities to give the Internet a more prominent position and a much larger share of the budget.  Obviously I'm biased in this regard and maybe a little out of line, but I think that many retailers have been blocked from pursuing new ideas because they have been discouraged by their in-house ad staff or their ad agencies who have a vested interest in keeping the status quo.  To think outside the box, one must look outside, to experts who have the ability to bring new views and know-how.  I believe that one of the reasons why so many of today's potential customers are shopping at non-traditional furniture stores is because those companies have more interest in utilizing the Internet for advertising and more skills in reaching the target customer.
Reinventing ones media strategy means truly starting at zero and building a hierarchy of media, designed to reach the customer most efficiently.  And the Internet should be among the top media in ones plan.  

Today's furniture retailers should be utilizing the Internet in the following four areas, at the very least:
- Merchandising and reenergizing ones Website on a monthly, if not weekly, 
  basis.

- Advertising using search engine key words and search engine optimization.
- Placing Internet advertising on relevant local or regional Websites.

- Utilization of a strong email advertising program.

In the "olden" days, maybe three to five years ago, retailers equated their Website to a brochure.  As long as it provided requisite information like, product photos, hours, and directions; produce it once and it might be good for years.  Customers learned that if they visited that Website once, there was no need to "shop" it again soon because it never changed.  
A cutting edge Website would be merchandised on a monthly or weekly basis, just like ones store.  No matter whether you actually sell furniture online or not, you should draw the analogy that your Website is like your retail floor not like a brochure.  The goal should be to generate returning traffic who spend longer and longer amounts of time there.
Since almost three-quarters of customers shop the Internet as part of their shopping experience, advertising must create attention to help guide the consumer to your Website.  A top priority should be to make it as easy as possible for customers to find your Website.  Paid keywords on search engines, paid ads on popular local Websites, and working to construct your Website so that it has a better chance of naturally ranking higher on Web searches should be of primary importance.
Email, with all its faults, can be a powerful medium for keeping in touch with current customers and for finding new ones.  It is very cost effective.  Yet, I can't tell you the number of retailers I meet who still do not collect email addresses from their customers or those that do who never use them.
We as an industry are way behind the curve when it comes to Internet advertising, but that is where our customers are.  When we wonder why our advertising is not working, maybe it's because our campaigns are like the proverbial tree falling in the forest.  Does it really make a noise when there is no one around to hear it?  A key reason why advertising is successful is because it is heard by the largest number of potential customers possible; and these days, most of them are online.
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