RECESSION-BEATING ADVERTISING IDEAS

By Leo Levinson

When the going gets tough, the tough cut advertising . . . or do they?  Cutting expenses in tough times is instinctive with business people.  And advertising seems to be one of those expenses that gets cut or cut out, first.  But is this a wise strategy to pursue?
Oh sure, we retailers are seduced by how tempting it might be to stop advertising for a month or so.  Many of us have even tried it and found that our businesses will usually coast along just fine for a bit; even more profitable without the expense of advertising in our accounting.  But, since business is the art of managing risk and reward, we have to ask ourselves the following questions about the affect today’s cuts will have on our future.  How many months can we risk reduced or no advertising before traffic begins to diminish?  When it does, how quickly will we be able to react?  And how expensive will it be to regain traffic, customer, and share of mind levels once they have fallen?  

Accountants tend to look at advertising in terms of relating to a percentage of gross sales.  But if advertising is directly related to gross sales, wouldn’t we want more of it, not less?  It’s easy to see the wisdom in not being just as quick about adopting other expense cutting ideas like turning out every other light, or cutting out our heat or air conditioning except on the most extreme days, or cutting out our sales staff and letting customers just wander around our stores and bring their orders to a cash desk?  Then why instinctively cut back advertising when it offers even more power than lights or heat or staff to contribute to traffic and sales.  Perhaps we undervalue that power or simply fail to measure it properly.  Instead of being among the first "expenses" to cut, we propose that advertising should be among the last.   
In addition to its relationship to traffic and sales, advertising budget levels are also related to other important areas as well.  For example, we must also look at our own advertising budget relative to our competitors’ spending levels.  If we dramatically under-spend them, they will gain an advantage in exposure and market share over us.  Relating to media expenditures, there is an identifiable cost associated with achieving specified reach and frequency levels in a market.  By cutting the advertising budget, it will cut our exposure level or even make some media unaffordable to us, which can drop us back into having to advertise in less effective media.  Can we really afford to cut our advertising?

To make the best decision, we should look at advertising as an expense/investment hybrid.  Unlike true expenses that are utilized and finished, advertising provides residual benefits for a business contributing to future growth. 
At times, it may be more valuable to compare our investment in advertising to other investments, rather than to expenses.  For example, compare advertising to an investment in inventory - would ten percent more advertising contribute more to the future health of our business than will a reduction of ten percent of inventory or floor samples hurt it?
Perhaps one of the reasons advertising is the whipping boy in tough times is because retailers are not consistently successful with it (if they even understand how to measure advertising “success” properly).  But in view of the fact that we are not always successful with other investments like inventory and personnel, for example, is it good business to judge advertising more harshly and make quick cut-backs?
One of the major mistakes retailers make in tough times is sticking to a strategy that is no longer current.  Retailing is constantly changing but often our strategies don’t.  To quote a popular definition of insanity: "We continue to do the same things, the same way, and expect different results."  During the current industry slump, many retailers may take comfort in conventional wisdom that "everyone" is off twenty-percent or more.  But in fact the total amount of furniture sold has grown in each of the past few years, albeit some years more than others.  Someone is succeeding.  Why not you?

To succeed in a recession, one must adapt and embrace new strategies while we make our current ones more efficient.  We have identified four key areas of concentration:
1) Focus on your current customers.  Find more ways to keep them 
    connected to your store.
2) Focus on your message, especially that it communicates the one 
    or two main points about what makes your store unique.  
3) Focus on customer service.  Make it easier, more comfortable, and 
    less time consuming for customers to do business with you.

4) Focus on media.  Be a fanatic about choosing the media that most 

    efficiently reach your customers.  Create a media strategy that 
    delivers higher frequency to your best market groups.

Things have changed so drastically in the last few years that most advertising strategies are obsolete.  To succeed, you must take a hard look at your current strategy and retool it from the ground up.  Who is really eating your lunch and what are they doing right?  Your nemesis is most likely not your longtime competitor who happens to be selling a sofa for ten dollars less than you are this week.  It is probably some company that you don’t even think of as being a furniture retailer.
To be more successful during a recession, dollar one of your advertising budget should be devoted to your current customer base and to keeping them connected to your store.  This is your core.  These are people who have already had a positive experience with your store and they are the ones most likely to come back.  Your advertising campaign to your customer list should build and reinforce their emotional connection to your store.  In their minds, your store must be considered "MY furniture store," the first place they think of when they think of furniture.  
Here are five recession-beating ideas to keep your customer group connected to you:
1) Build a customer e-mail list.  Send monthly e-mails to them, a mix of special offers, what's new, design tips and other information and discounts.

2) Develop a direct mail campaign to reach your customer list 6 to 12 times per year.  To keep your campaign fresh, change the format of the mailings each time from postcards to letters to mini-circulars and others.  Make the mailings a mix of private sales, new product information, special offers, and other information and discounts.
3) Create exclusive events for this group.  When you bring in a new collection or make a special purchase or hold a clearance event, give these people first look and first choice.  Make everything sound exciting.
4) Create events where your current customers bring their friends and family.  Next to current customers, referrals are your best source of business.

5) Telemarket.  Bring your salespeople into the process during their downtime.  Have them call five to ten customers every day so that each customer gets 4-6 calls per year.  Sales people should invite them to stop in, ask for them, and get a special offer.  Even leaving a message on an answering machine works.  If customers are interested, they will call you back.
In a recession, every retailer thinks that all customers care about is price.  Although price/value is important, this thinking tends to make everyone’s ads look alike.  One must be careful to craft your message creatively, because everybody's promoting the "lowest" prices and the "biggest sale of the year."  Yes, urgency is important, but if everyone’s message is the same, the biggest, big box store will usually win.  
Here are five ideas to make your message unique:
1) Excel at a niche.  Find out what is a hot niche and promote your superiority.  For example, these days, one of the hottest products in America is bigscreen TV's.  People need furniture for these new TV's.  Instead of just putting one item in your ads, commit to niche dominance and demonstrate that you are THE place to shop for this category.  Promote your superiority consistently in your message and you'll develop a leadership position that will result in a steady stream of traffic for your niche and for other items.

2) Promote fashion.  We are in a fashion business but few ads promote fashion.  One doesn’t have to be high-end to promote fashion either.  Target and Martha Stewart taught us that.  Reassure your customers that you are the place to find what is newest and most fashionable – at every price level.  
3) Promote interesting furniture.  Today, shopping is entertainment.  Most furniture has an interesting story about its design, features, how you found it, and more - people love good stories.  If you’re ads don’t show your excitement about your furniture, customers won’t get excited either.
4) Promote your store's personality.  Is it more fun to shop at your store or is shopping at your store like going to the bank except that there's furniture there?  Most furniture advertising just shows a sale theme with products and prices.  Communicate an engaging store personality and customers will want to spend time with you.
5) Promote customer service.  Most retailers think they really care about their customers but mostly they’re just paying lip-service.  If there really is something special you do, don't keep it a secret.  For best results, find one customer service that will really make a difference to customers, something that your competition does not offer, and make it the focus of your message.
Here are five customer service ideas that can make your store stand out:
1) Delivery by appointment.  For many retailers, this one is hard to do, which is a good reason it will make your advertising stand out if you can offer it.  Customers love it because most work and hate giving up a day to wait for delivery.

2) Delivery on nights and weekends.

3) A more helpful Website.  What is a customer looking for when 

pre-shopping online?  A truly helpful Website helps customers conclude that your store will be helpful too.
4) Superior child distractions.  Nothing kills a sale faster than a whining child.  Promote a superior and safer children's playroom and children's activities on the weekends.  Parents will take notice.
5) Refreshments, especially unique refreshments.  Customers delight in the unexpected treat.  Furniture shopping takes time.  A special baked cookie or a recognizable snack may be more expensive than the typical fare but it's a little thing that will get your store remembered and generate a lot of goodwill.

And don't get us started about Sunday hours, if you don't have them, you’ve created your own personal recession, losing about fifteen to twenty percent of your volume right there.
Many retailers lose a lot of impact from their advertising campaigns by putting their messages in media that are less effective these days than they used to be.  If your media plan is more than about two or three years old, it is probably outmoded.  This means that you are either not reaching your market at all, especially in the case of the 20 to 40 year old shopper, or making the best use of your ad dollars by placing your ads in media that are less efficient.

Here are some recession-beating media ideas:
1) Develop an advertising strategy designed to generate higher frequency.  Use fewer media and compress your exposure over a smaller number of days so the repeated message takes hold faster.
2) Use more broadcast media like TV, cable TV, and even some radio.  The nature of broadcast media is that your simpler message is more easily "parked in the brain" and remembered, even long after the commercial runs.

3) Use e-mail advertising to your customers and to new prospects.  There are many lists available where people have opted-in to receive information about home furnishings and look forward to your special offers.

4) Develop a generous budget for new media.  Advertise on the Internet including media, locale, and home furnishing Websites.
5) Invest in Search Engine Optimization (SEO).  Make sure that your Website comes up towards the top of list in customers’ furniture searches.

6) Use more direct mail.  It enables you to target your message most efficiently and to deliver more graphics and information.
7) No-no's.  No daytime television, because everybody works, and no newspapers (in most markets) because people just don't have time to read them.

8) A surprise - some outdoor advertising can work, especially if it is used to direct traffic to your Website.
Instinctively business people cut expenses during a recession.  With less furniture advertising overall, it gives your message the opportunity to stand out more.  And one good thing about a slowdown is that most other furniture retailers will not have read this article and they will have dramatically cut back on their advertising.  This provides a wonderful opportunity for you to use your advertising to attract their customers.  As my uncles, who were my gurus about retailing, always said, “Let the recession happen to someone else.”
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