NEW YEAR MARKETING LESSONS 

TO BE LEARNED FROM FATHER TIME
by Leo Levinson

Father Time, the old guy with the toga and scythe, walks into oblivion at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve, but before he does, and the demands of the infant New Year engulf our attention, we should learn a few lessons from him about the importance of time in marketing and advertising.  
Father Time wasn’t always an old guy who had nothing to do but supervise the seconds ticking by.  He was a marketing man with dreams of expanding time’s market share in the time-space continuum.  It always ticked him off when people tried to save time, because it hurt margins.  But ultimately time got away from him.  He found that he could not turn back the clock, continuing to use outmoded techniques that had once worked well.  Failing to adapt, he fell behind, had to run a G.O.B.; ultimately killing time.
So let’s not waste time - we should learn something from all this.  Today’s home furnishings retailers must understand that the concept of time is the most important factor in marketing.  Today’s customers, perceive that they have “no” time.  To be successful, our marketing programs must either save them time or make it more fun to spend their time with us.  Our advertising must promote our “time” advantages message in media that are relevant to our time-starved customers.  Customers will often will spend a little more or settle for a little less, if they think it will save them time.  
Already, we retailers understand one aspect of time quite well: urgency.  Most of our ads communicate the need to hurry in to obtain a special savings or financing offer.  Although promotional urgency is very important, it cannot be the only message because nearly every retailer communicates some form of urgency in their advertising message.  
To stand out, one needs to look at the entire shopping process from the customer’s point of view and create meaningful time advantages in four key areas:
1) Pre-shopping
Today’s shoppers shop 24 hours a day.  But it’s not enough to have a good Website anymore.  It must be findable, fast.  Hire someone to perform search engine optimization on your Website so your Website has a better chance to pop to the top of the search list.  Once found, make sure your Website loads fast.  Too many photos or “lead up” pages slow things down.  Your home page should be concise, state your key advantages plainly, and have an easy to find button leading to directions.  Don’t hide your phone number.  And while we’re on the subject of phones, don’t make customers go through a long answering menu when they call.  Enable them to connect to a human quickly.  

2) Advertising Message and media.

Everybody’s on sale.  Everybody has a finance message.  So what!  Connect your promotion message to a time savings advantage message.  How does your store save the customer time better than competitors do?  Also, keep your message short and simple.  The retailer’s inclination to feature his entire store in an ad, circular, or commercial is seen as so much “blah-blah-blah” by the customer.

As good as your message might be, it won’t be seen if it’s in media that are slow.  For example, newspapers are slow.  Long-winded radio commercials are slow.  Quick, Internet advertising is the hot medium of the future.  On the other hand, direct mail is slow BUT it’s effective because it gives the customer a choice as to how much time they spend with it.  But envelopes slow things down in most cases - better to use already open postcards, self-mailers, and mini-circulars.
3) Merchandising and shopping

Customers are shopping in fewer stores.  Therefore having “the biggest” selection can be important, but it doesn’t mean that “big box” stores win every time.  Smaller stores can succeed if they have a more complete selection of interesting merchandise or of a product category, or if they save time through superior customer service.  Overall, make the interior of your store easy to figure out and to shop.  Quicker availability of merchandise is important.  Even for special orders, choose manufacturers that deliver quicker.  Finally, make your hours convenient to customers’ shopping hours.  Stores that are closed in the evenings and on Sundays are time inconvenient and will be passed over, no matter how good they are in other things they do.
4) Delivery

Delivery in 1-3 days is trendy, but less important than delivery according to the customer’s schedule.  You’ll be a bigger hero to them if they don’t have to waste their time waiting around all day for delivery.  Night and weekend delivery is the new standard.
Times up.  Gotta go!
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