SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST:
RECESSION-BEATING

ADVERTISING TACTICS
By Leo Levinson

We probably don't have to tell you, but we are in the middle of a "correction" in our industry.  Although the government reports that furniture sales are ahead of the previous 12 months, we hear from many conventional furniture retailers that their sales are off by as much as 10% to 35% and more, from a year ago.  Where are the sales going?  
There is an obvious disconnect between the manufacturer/wholesaler and the conventional furniture retailer.  Perhaps "correction" is a polite way of saying there are a lot of retailers who have failed to adapt to what today's consumers want and how they shop.  Consumers are going elsewhere to buy furniture, to other types of retailers.  But they don't have to.  Here are tactics some of the more successful furniture retailers are using to make the recession happen to other people.  They include:

1) Keeping in touch with their current customers with greater frequency. 
Your customer list is composed of the people who have had a positive experience with your store and who are most likely to return to shop there again.  Greater frequency improves the chances that these people will think of you first when they think of furniture.  Methods for keeping in touch with your customer list include: email, direct mail, telemarketing, frequent buyers clubs, and others.  Marketing to the customer list is a top priority.
Bonus tactic: find the top 20 zip codes where most of the customers on your customer list live and send out general mailings to those entire zip codes to find more customers in the areas with the greatest customer potential.

2) Using ones Website as the most important medium in ones advertising program.

Successful retailers use their Websites as a merchandising and advertising tool, not a brochure.  The most successful Websites are the ones that are constantly changing to motivate customers to want to keep revisiting it.  New products, new promotions, new ideas, exclusive savings, and more - changing every month or even every week - usually this means hiring a staffer or outside company to handle this project who have the time and skills to make it right.   Promote your Website prominently, not as an afterthought.  Teach customers to check your Website first before they shop anywhere, and use it to lead them to your store.
Bonus tactic: Keep your stores as fresh as your Website with new introductions, new doorbusters, new specials, and lots of accessories and other items to generate impulse purchases and fun shopping.

3) Being quick to refocus ones advertising campaign to market to younger consumers - 20 - 40 year olds.

Baby boomers make great customers, but the future of your business depends on the next generation, the 20 to 40 year olds.  However they decorate, shop, use media, and respond to promotions much differently from the boomers.  You're going to have to reinvent your store and your advertising.  They love stores that continually delight and surprise them.  20 to 40 year olds are always shopping, which is one reason why non-traditional furniture stores have been so successful selling furniture to this group.  If they see something they like, they buy it.  Business may be off for you because nearly half of all furniture customers (20 to 40 year olds) aren't even thinking about visiting your store.
4) Being quick to embrace new media and advertising tools like email, the Internet, online advertising, cause-related marketing, and others.
How fascinating it is to study our industry and know that many retailers are experiencing a slow down and yet they continue to place their advertising in the same media that continue to deliver poor results.  Outmoded media like newspaper and Yellow Pages still command a lion's share of our industry's advertising budget.  Reinvent your media strategy today or risk delivering your message to non-customers.
5) Being unique - not "me too" - giving customers a clear definition of your store that differentiates you from and makes you more appealing than the competition.
Are you a legend in your own mind?  Or are you communicating with customers about one or two key reasons why a customer should prefer to visit your store in terms that are meaningful to them?  When a customer looks at typical furniture ads filled with products, prices, interest deals, a promotional theme - and that's all - he draws the conclusion that all furniture stores are alike and makes a beeline for the biggest physical store because in his mind it will have the largest selection and biggest buying power.  That's a major reason why "big box" stores are as compelling as they are, and that's their message, "we're the biggest."  So if you're message is heard as "we're almost as big", it will fail.

Depending upon your type of store and competitive situation, your message must communicate, in simple terms, how you do something important for the consumer, better than the other guys - that you are more interesting, friendlier, easier to shop, a specialist, better delivery, a prettier store, more help, etc. - for best results, choose just one message, one that will be most meaningful in your market.  And then spend money on better production values to make sure your message stands out.
Survival of the fittest means that those who adapt to the new realities in the market and in advertising will survive and thrive.  The choice is yours.
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