Daddy, Where Does Traffic Come From?
By Leo Levinson
According to surveys done by nearly 100% of furniture retailers; most customers tell us, when asked what brought them in today, that "they were just driving by."  Although I personally find it difficult to believe that on their way to getting an ice cream or going bowling, so many people are overcome by this powerful urge to shop for a sofa . . . but perhaps it's so.
If that is true (and statistics don't lie, do they?), I would recommend canceling all your advertising and then hiring a fabulous zoning attorney who can get you a variance to build the most humongous store sign on the planet to lure passersby into your store.  Imagine the advertising expenditures you'd save!  But seriously . . .
Another popular comment from customers when asked what brought them in today is, "we've shopped here before."  This one does have some credence (even though it may not give you the answer you really seek about what specifically motivated them to stop in today).  It does remind us that the number one source of traffic is customers returning to stores where they have enjoyed a successful shopping experience.  This answer does say a lot about the importance of keeping your customers close and making "previous customers" a top priority in strategic planning such that you work hard to continually stay connected to them by frequent direct mail, e-mail, special events, etc.  
A case could be made for the wily customer simply knowing that he can shut down the process and shut up the "pesky" sales person by choosing one of these pat answers.  But customers also might be worried about giving you a wrong answer and appearing to be stupid, like saying "TV' when you haven't been advertising on TV.  And so, it's just easier for customers to just to say "driving by" or "shopped here before." because those answers fit one of your multiple choices.

But seriously, don't we only marginally care what brought them in, they're already here!  We're looking for media answers to reach more "people like you."  
Part of the problem getting that information is the way we ask open ended questions that force a customer, intent on looking at dining rooms right now, into trying to remember all of the up to 5000 advertising images that he experienced every day in the last month or so, and then giving you a meaningful answer - meaningful to you and not to him.  Most likely there were actually a number of things that brought him in today - a commercial you ran 6 months ago that he liked, a radio commercial last week that reminded him of that previous TV commercial, your Website information, that you have a "nicer" Website than your competitor's, the fact that your store is located closer to his home than the next store on his list (and therefore became his first stop), his brother-in-law's recommendation, disliking a sales person at your competitor, and many other factors.   
If we are really interested in finding out what MEDIA reach our customers, we need to ask better quality media questions and not vague motivational questions.  For example, a more productive question than "what brought you in today" is asking the customer "whether they watch TV in the morning as they're getting ready for work."  And follow up with the question, "which is your favorite morning show or channel."  From their answer, you can infer that your recent commercials on that station are working because:  a) they may have been seen by them, and b) they may have been influenced by them.  If many of your customers respond by saying that they watch a certain channel in the morning, you can be sure that it is worthwhile placing advertising there.  
Other more productive questions to ask are:  What's your favorite radio station?  Have you seen our Website?  Did you read the Sunday newspaper last week?  Do you watch the late news on TV?  And others.  You'll learn more about customers' media preferences by asking specific questions like these.

Don't ask too many questions at a time, unless you're conducting a formal market research study.  For best results, just develop a question or two of the month and ask your sales people to ask every customer just those questions and report back.  Change the questions whenever you feel you've got a true picture about what you've been asking.
What does a customer really hear when you ask him "what brought him in today."  Their confusion is due to the vast number of factors that influence their shopping trip.  Understanding this confirms the importance of branding and consistency in your store's campaign.  A single promotion may be important to you, but less pivotal to your customers.  We believe that ones advertising campaign is analogous to an orchestra - each instrument, each medium contributes to the whole, as long as they are all playing in the same key.
Therefore, it is important to find the media that are most watched by your customers, but not worry too much about whether one promotion or medium brought him in today.  No doubt there have been a concert of messages that have brought him in.  

To get the most from your advertising budget, find the media that are seen by the majority of your customers and confidently discard the other media.  Then take a dominant position in those key media, delivering a brand plus urgency message, consistently.  Make your media more targeted, your message more meaningful than your competition and add repeat business from your current customers . . . that's where traffic comes from.
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