WEB 2.0 FOR FURNITURE RETAILERS
By Leo Levinson

In the beginning, none of us had Websites. 
Then, we created one.  And we saw that it was good, and so we left it alone.
And it sat there and sat there virtually untouched, sometimes for years, (frankly, some of our retail floors don't change so quickly either) because after all, it had all the information a customer needed - hours, directions, charge card info, etc.  In the beginning, furniture retail Websites were passive and reactive.  They were mostly a reference for customers.
A reference is fine for a library, but we're merchants.  In our ads and in our stores we work hard to create excitement.  We merchandise our products.  We promote urgency.  We compel customers to stop in now, and again, and again.  We're in the home fashion industry, a business bursting with ideas, trends, and innovation . . . but what about our Websites?  Frankly, most of them are uninspiring.
Welcome to Web 2.0.

The next generation of Website will be an active retail marketing tool designed to contribute to your company's sales.  The next step in Websites is thinking about them in the same way we think about our advertising and our store merchandising.  They must be new and exciting and urgent every day.  They must lead to closing the sale (or actually close it, if you sell online).  And just like we retailers have no patience with the salesperson who hangs back and waits for the customer to finally close his own sale, we should have no patience with a passive reference Website that just sits there waiting for the customer's next whim.  Your evolutionary Website must grab hold of the sales process and the customer and move them towards buying something -- today!
Today's Websites must become the center of our marketing strategy, instead of being a reference afterthought.  

To accomplish this, we must look at our Websites in an entirely new way, recognizing that to the consumer, it already is the center.  In fact, they look at Websites a number of times throughout the shopping process.  Shoppers conceivably visit Websites during: 1) the pre-planning stage, 2) the ready-to-buy stage, and even 3) after they have purchased.  Each time they visit your Website, shoppers might have a different information need in mind.  And we need to be there for them because it also gives us another opportunity to sell.  People like to be "educated consumers" these days.  Websites help them obtain the knowledge to be a more informed shopper; and finding unique online coupons or offers doesn't hurt, either.
Web 2.0 means that instead of Websites being passive, reference sources, they need to be active merchandisers.  In other words, our Websites must become less like a brochure and more like ads and commercials.  We must treat the Internet and our Website much more seriously and aggressively than we have in the past.  
The first step is budgeting.  Until Web 2.0, our Websites were considered by most retailers to be just a collateral activity.  A small budget, every couple of years, took care of it.  Most of us hardly even counted it in our advertising budget.  To be competitive in the future, retailers must devote a serious budget to the Internet.  Our recommendation is to allocate at least 10% to 20% of the total advertising budget to your Website and to Internet advertising.  If this sounds like a lot of money - it is!  But it's where you can be sure the customers are.  To be able to afford this, you'll have to reinvent your media budget.  Now is the time to take a really hard look at current media choices and eliminate those that are underperforming or outmoded.  

To be successful in the future, we need to raise the priority our Website and the Internet plays in our marketing program.  Just like our ads, our Web 2.0 Website must be continually updated and made fresh.  You wouldn't run the same ad for a year or two, so too your Website's home page and other areas should be updated every month, if not every week!  Budget also should be allocated to retain a staff person or advertising agency to service your Website on a weekly or monthly basis.
Instead of having a static view of your store and what it carries, your home page should be a compelling vehicle designed to get customers excited about your store and to buying something there, right now.  Over time, customers will learn that their time will not be wasted visiting your Website frequently because there is always something new and interesting to see.

What should you feature on your home page to excite and motivate customers?  New promotions, new product, new ideas, new deals, new offers from manufacturers, new services - any or all of these should be featured on your home page on a rotating basis.
In addition to giving your Website a new attitude, your conventional advertising should be reinvented to feature your Website in a more prominent way than ever before.  Instead of just listing it as an insignificant add-on, usually at the bottom of an ad or commercial, it should be more prominent or even integrated into the campaign or promotion, where consumers find an additional offer on the Website.  And before you say that this adds another step to getting them into your store, you're right . . . and you're wrong, because the reality is that they're going to go to your Website anyway before they visit your store.  You might as well use your conventional advertising dollars to help people remember your Website - because these days, it's more important to have people remember your Website's URL than your phone number.
For broadcast advertising, the Website can serve as the place where a customer can find the full details about your store or promotion, information that is limited by the constraints of a 30-second commercial.  If a customer liked your commercial, or missed some details, they can visit your Website for the complete story.  With this new strategy, commercials can then be simplified (and made more powerful) because they don't have to cover the complete message about your store, merely make your store and promotion interesting enough to get the viewer/listener to visit your Website.  With this strategy, there will be more room for creativity and branding in your commercials.  Also, make sure your commercials are featured on your Website, for added continuity.

So far, we've written about how to make your Website become more valuable to your advertising campaign.  Now let's cover the other side of the process - how to make your Website become more valuable to the customer's shopping experience.  As important as it is to communicate freshness and urgency in your promotional message, it is also important to deliver that fresh, urgent message when it comes to merchandising your Website.
To demonstrate selection, you still may want to have those boring grids of poorly lighted, product photos that most Websites have to demonstrate selection (there must be a more attractive way!).  As a back-end visual database, it does show the consumer your selection.  But let's leave it at the back end of your Website.  What the customer should see as he walks in the "front door" of your Website, just beyond the home page, is a lot of exciting decor that changes frequently, like:

- new collections that you've added.

- focus on a special decorating ideas - like decorating for the new flat 

  screen TV's, home office, kids rooms, and others.

- new trends - color, product, woods, styles - there are so many.

- clearance merchandise ready to be sold today.

- beautiful room scenes (even if you have to spend money taking

  a better quality photography than the factories provide).

- serious information, like what's the difference between all those 
  mattress types and how does what's inside affect comfort.

All of this should be constantly changing and updating.

Your Website should also become interactive - but not just a place where one can layout a room.  It should become a forum where customers can learn and teach and discuss their decorating ideas.  Your Website staffer or agency can be the daily moderator.

All of the sudden, your Website has become new and fresh and interesting to come back to on a weekly or monthly basis.  It is generating traffic and helping close sales.  Welcome to Web 2.0.
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