'TIS THE SEASON FOR DOING WELL BY DOING GOOD
By Leo Levinson

Business is business.  And initiating events that do good for the community can be good for business as well.  If ever there's a time for demonstrating goodwill towards ones fellow Man, the holiday season is it.  People are in a more genteel frame of mind.  And all things being equal, shoppers tend to gravitate toward those companies that make an effort to give something back.

From a business perspective, the fourth quarter is a time when one doesn't really need to offer the "lowest margins (er . . . prices) of the year."  Home furnishings demand should be stronger then than in other quarters because the need is stronger, as consumers prepare for guests, holiday entertaining, outfitting new TV rooms, and otherwise shop for comfortable furnishings as they nestle in for the winter.
Cause or goodwill marketing is a powerful marketing tool that uses the business you already have to help improve things in the community.  It can also help drive in traffic and support higher margins.  Crass?  Certainly not, especially when compared with most businesses that do nothing for the community.
Cause or goodwill marketing distinguishes your business from others, enhances your image that you are one of the "good guys", and promotes your company as a good citizen and a member of the community.  People prefer to support the "good guys" and so they should, because unlike the plain vanilla retailers, your business also helps do good.  Goodwill activities seem to have a cumulative effect.  The more you do, the more you'll want to do, and the more you'll build your company's image of being a valued member of the community.  When consumers have that perception of your company, they're more likely to remain loyal customers, refer you to friends and family, and feel good about shopping at your store.  In previous columns, we've discussed the concept of getting customers to think of you as "my furniture store."  Goodwill marketing truly helps people embrace this idea.  Becoming woven into the fabric of the community creates an emotional bond that shuts out your competition and helps make your store the first name people think of when they think of home furnishings.
Cause marketing isn't just touchie-feelie stuff, it can be used to create urgency that drives in traffic and sales.  Below are some strong ideas that can become a solid addition to your marketing campaign:

- Event: HOLIDAY TRADE-IN EVENT 
- Benefits: you, the customer, and the local shelter or thrift store.  
- Concept: Ask customers to trade in used furniture towards the purchase of 

  new.  You get a sale.  Customers get a discount and have unwanted 

  furniture removed.  And the charity gets used furniture to use or to sell.

- Details: Create a list of furniture that might be traded in toward the 

  purchase of new, for example give a gift certificate of $5 for a lamp, $100 

  for a dining room with 6 chairs, etc.  If you operate your own trucks, have 

  your delivery people pick up the old furniture when they deliver the new

  and take the used furniture to the charity once a week or once a month.
- Event: ONE OR TWO DAY HOLIDAY OPEN HOUSE TO RAISE MONEY 
  FOR ___________.

- Benefits: you, the customer, and the charity

- Concept:  Hold a one day (or weekend) shopping event where a portion of
  the sales go to a charity.

- Details: Pick an organization that you support, one that will have the 

  widest acceptance by the community.  Invite them to participate.  Invite 

  them to put information about their organization in your store.  Add 

  refreshments, children's activities, and more.
- Event: TIE IN WITH THE MEDIA AS A SPONSOR OF SPECIAL EVENTS
- Benefits: you, the customer, and the charity

- Concept: TV and radio stations often tie in with special charities to create a 
  live, on-site event - like collection of Toys For Tots, or canned food 
  collection.  Become the principal sponsor and have them hold the event at 
  your store.  You'll get a lot of extra media exposure and they'll do most of 

  the work.
- Event: COMMUNITY SERVICE DAY FOR YOUR STAFF
- Benefits: you, the customer, your staff, and the charity

- Concept: Give your staff the day off to work at a choice of community 

  service organizations - hold a giant one day sale the day before.

- Details:  Provide shirts, caps for your staff who participate in the day.  

  Have a staff pizza party afterwards to celebrate their good deeds.
  Put photos (blow-ups) around the store, of the staff working during the 

  community service day.

- Event: ADOPT A PROJECT OR ORGANIZATION
- Benefits: you, the customer, and the charity

- Concept: adopt an organization for the entire season.  A variation of the 

  idea is to hold a drawing among local organizations that enter and select

  an annual winner to get support from your company.

- Details: Create a list of criteria that the organization must meet in order to 

  be considered.  Announce the winner each year at a press conference or 

  other event and devote a portion of your proceeds to them at the end of 

  the season.
All of these ideas have been used quite successfully.  They generate traffic, sales, customer lists, and more, all the while helping the community.  Most of the time, you also get the support of the organization's membership.
Finally, don't keep your good deeds a secret.  Create a space in your store where you feature photos and clippings of your activities.  It's an impressive thing and customers should be reminded about this important work your company does.

The holidays are a great time to engage in cause related marketing however the most effective cause marketing retailers know that 'tis always the season to enhance their goodwill in the community.
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