SHORTSTOP!  

(ON THE WAY TO YOUR STORE.)

By Leo Levinson

When I was a kid, there was a rude game we played at the dinner table (on those rare occasions when we could get away with it).  When someone asked to have passed to them a certain serving dish of food; on the way, someone (usually my annoying brother) called out "shortstop!" and helped himself to a portion before passing the dish along to the person who asked for it.  One hoped that the trespasser didn't "accidently" take the best piece or the last helping.
I was thinking about that game the other day when I was contemplating how the dynamic of generating traffic for retail stores is evolving.  As always, a number of factors create consumer interest in your store - advertising, word-of-mouth recommendations, previous customer experiences, etc.  But these days, there is one imposing interloper that almost always claims "shortstop!" and sidetracks your traffic before they have a chance to complete their mission and visit your store.  That intruder is the Internet.
These days, "everyone" knows that consumers visit the Internet as part of their shopping process.  But most of us assume that this happens early in the shopping stage, as the customer is researching opportunities.  It does.  But an Internet consult also frequently occurs at a stage immediately before the store is visited - a shortstop of the final closing process, that had been initiated by your urgent advertising message or promotion delivered in expensive advertising media.
In other words, just as you are about to enjoy the fruits of your media advertising message, no matter how strong it might be, most customers will be "shortstopped" to visit the Website to see whether there are any Internet specials or new information they should know about  before committing their valuable time to making a trip to your store.  Because today's biggest group of home furnishings customers are people in the 25-40 year old age group and checking the Internet is so natural to them, one must assume that most of your customers are making this "shortstop" on the way to your store.
In a best case scenario, the customer is drawn to your own Website, looks it over, and then proceeds to your store.  But that isn't the only scenario.  Customers may visit your Website and then start the shopping process all over again.  For example, they might visit your manufacturers' Websites and once there, learn about all the other stores in your area that carry their brands, giving them a convenient shopping list.  Or once online, they might decide to search for other home furnishings stores in your area and visit their Websites, only to discover that your powerful traffic generating offer, the one that made them interested in your store to begin with, is also offered at a number of other stores.  
Once online, the whole shopping process frequently resets to zero and the traffic-capturing process begins, virtually all over again.  Your Website becomes a key junction through which this flow passes.  It presents the potential to cut off the flow, to send it to your competitor, or to send it to you.  To be successful, one must recognize its critical importance in influencing what happens next.  Your Website can passively sit there or it can actively work to influence the flow and further direct it to your store.  Is your Website as dynamic as it should be?  Is it a traffic-builder?
More than just an information resource, the Website and the Internet have become elemental to the shopping process, and in particular to its final stages leading up to closing the sale.  Yet many furniture retailers haven't quite grasped its importance and committed resources commensurate with its clout.  We must recognize the power of the Internet to "shortstop" the buying process and to take a bite out of our traffic flow.  The successful advertising strategy must take steps to recognize this evolution of the advertising and traffic flow generating process and take steps to control it in our favor.
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