OWN YOUR CUSTOMERS

By Leo Levinson

My grandmother grew up in the Bronx, New York, about a hundred years ago.  Obviously at that time, one did not get in the car and go from mall to mall to shop as people do today.  One shopped near where one lived.  Customers thought of the stores they frequented in very personal terms - "my butcher," "my baker", "my fruit man."  And even if word got around that the man on the next block sold meat for a half-penny less, that was no reason to forsake "my butcher" that week.  Customers knew that their retailers would look out for them in the long term and they rewarded them with loyalty.  There was a strong emotional connection.
Although times have certainly changed from a hundred years ago, shoppers really have not.  Most people would rather continue to do business with a company where they have already enjoyed a successful experience.  Retailers decry the lack of customer loyalty these days, but we have found that most of those complaining retailers market their operations as "one-trick ponies" where price is their sole promoted advantage.  Yet, even with this one-dimensional message, that alone would not be enough to lose them their customers' loyalty.
What loses customer loyalty is the retailer's failure to work the relationship with the customer and to build that emotional bond.  The customer must feel that your store is "my furniture store" because you care about them and their business.  When they do, they will always think of you first when they think of buying furniture, no matter what short-term temptations other retailers offer.
Caring begins with customer service.  Policies, services, and even employee friendliness should be studied and improved to insure that customers always feel that you care.  But even great customer service alone isn't enough.
Strengthening the connection between your store and each customer should be the first priority of every advertising budget and campaign.  It will be worth it too.  From our observations, about two-thirds of shoppers prefer returning to a store where he has enjoyed a successful experience, rather than risking a new one.  
Building your bond should cover four important tasks:

1) keeping in touch with previous customers on a frequent basis,

2) generating traffic from previous customers,

3) insuring that customers remain loyal,
4) motivating them to refer your store to friends and family.

Keeping in touch means reminding them frequently that you are there and that you offer them exclusive advantages.  To combat competitors' distracting messages, it's important to keep customers focused on you by means of a continual stream of news and information.  Never take for granted that they know (and remember) everything about your store.  Some of the best ways of keeping in touch with your customers are frequent mailings, newsletters, and emails.  Topics can include new products, services you offer, review of long-time products, decorating tips, and more.  Since people buy furniture relatively infrequently, they need to be reminded that your company is there and why it was (and will be) more attractive to them.  Keeping in touch insures that your store will be the first name they think of when they think of furniture.
Your customer list is your most likely group to make a(nother) purchase at your store.  Generating brand new, previously unattached customers is much more expensive and more risky, which is why your first advertising dollars should be directed toward "harvesting your low-hanging fruit."  It is without a doubt that a percentage of your customer list is in the market for furniture every month.  Motivate them to come to you "now" by offering incentives such as furniture discounts, free delivery, design services, gifts and others.  Invitations to special events and educational opportunities can also be motivational.  In every case, your offer must be exclusive and believable that it's offered specially to them because they are a "preferred customer."
In addition to keeping in touch by the mail and email, your sales people are an important link to your customers.  A program should be implemented to parcel out the customer list to sales people, requiring them to make a number of calls each day and reporting their results.  For a sales person's own customers, he should ask them, what's the next item on their home furnishings to do list and monitor that, contacting them when that item goes on sale.
Another valuable way to keep customers connected is with a frequent buyer program.  Although a little more complex to administer, and requiring a long-term commitment to the program, it undoubtedly makes customers think of you first.  A frequent buyer program can offer prizes, or it can simply offer a small discount or free delivery to members any time they purchase.  If you offer prizes, make sure they are interesting and accessible.  A frequent buyer program offers a wonderful "excuse" to keep in touch with customers using points statements, bonus offers, new prizes, special events, and more.
Frankly, if you keep your customers close to you, you won't have to exert much effort to accomplish the fourth task - motivating of them to refer your store to friends and family.  They'll do it on their own using word-of-mouth advertising.  But a few times a year, it will be valuable to create friends and family events where new customers are given the same advantages as long-time ones.
Many retailers get caught up in the acquisition of assets like property, inventory, trucks, and more.  However in our opinion, your most valuable asset is your customer list.  Take ownership of it.  Treat it like gold and you will reap rich dividends from it for years to come.
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