YOUR ADVERTISING MEDIA PLAN IS OBSOLETE!
By Leo Levinson

One of the main reasons your advertising isn't working as well these days isn't related to the challenging economy.  It's because your advertising is not being seen by your customers, especially like it used to be.  Sometime over the last five years or so, your customers have dramatically changed their media habits.  But most likely, your media plan hasn't changed much at all during this period.

Where did your customers go?  Whether they are twenty-five or 
sixty-five years of age, they are spending less time reading the newspaper, if they even read it at all.  They are bored by most broadcast radio stations and instead more of them are enjoying music on their non-commercial mp3 players or through satellite connections.  And they have the choice of so many TV channels that it's difficult to pinpoint them to reach them with any consistency.  What's an advertiser to do?  How does one reach today's furniture shopper?
A recent study has observed that 69% of shoppers visit a retailer's Website prior to visiting the store.  As part of that process, shoppers are pre-shopping online in mass numbers.  They are searching the Internet about where to find the stores and products they want.  Consumers have dramatically reduced the number of stores they actually visit, preferring to pre-shop online, in the comfort of their own homes.  To accomplish this, they use search engines like Google, Yahoo, and others, to look at the Websites of the retailers in their area.  It is the modern version of letting ones fingers do the walking 
. . . walking across the computer keyboard that is.  These days, potential customers will actually "shop" at many more stores online than they ever did, but then make a very short list of furniture stores to visit, often without ever seeing a single ad or commercial from conventional media.
Yet even though a dominant proportion of shoppers are using the Internet to shop, furniture retailers are slow to pick up on this medium.  We believe they are spending less than 1% of their advertising budgets on Internet advertising.  By Internet advertising, I do not mean the budget for Website design and production.  That should be a separate line item.  Internet advertising means actually placing paid advertising on the Internet in a variety of ways.
To compete effectively, we believe that today's furniture retailer must devote at least 20% to 35% of his total advertising budget to advertising on the Internet.  For most retailers, this means that they will have to completely reinvent their advertising media strategy displacing many conventional media in the process.

Although the purpose of this piece is to discuss new advertising media strategies on the Internet, it is important to note that a strong advertising campaign begins with a dynamic Website that is as exciting and as dynamic as ones store.  However most retail Websites today are flat and static.  They fail to take into account how customers are pre-shopping online and what they need to see on a Website to make them want to take the next step and visit the store. 
Today's Website must become a surrogate for the store showcasing online its selection, display, promotion, and image in a way that is as exciting is it is seeing it in the store.  The Website must give the customer a "taste" of the experience that awaits her in the store while selling her on taking the next step and visiting the store.  The effective Website must take control of the shopping process and become a critical link in creating urgency and motivating the customer to stop in and buy.
The primary goal of today's advertising campaigns should be to drive customers, who are already on the Internet, to one's own Website, on their way to visiting the store.  On one level, this may happen "naturally" because the proper design of the Website helps search engines like Google more easily find your Website in a search and place it at or near the top of the search list.  This process is called search engine optimization (SEO).  However, because the criteria of natural search engine selection are closely guarded secrets, it is nearly impossible to optimize the Website to such a degree that you will be confident that your link will be placed at or near the top of every search list.  Free and "natural" search engine optimization is valuable, but not valuable enough to generate significant levels of traffic relative to the large number of potential shoppers who are searching online.  One needs paid online advertising to reach the traffic potential the Internet offers.
Because more and more customers are forsaking conventional media in favor of the Internet, one needs to create a new media strategy that allocates a larger share of one's advertising budget to the place where more of today's customers are . . . the Internet.  
To maximize your results from Internet traffic, significant budget must be allocated to the following main areas:

- Keyword advertising

- Directory advertising

- Paid compatible Website advertising.

Keyword advertising permits your company to bid for key words, on a pay-per-click basis, on search engines like Google.  For example, whenever a customer types in the key word "furniture" in a Google search, it will trigger the appearance of your small ad and link to your Website.  The exposure can be targeted within your coverage area.  The more money you allocate, the more key words you can control.  The higher you bid per click, the greater the likelihood that your ad and link will appear towards the top of the first page of the search results (the ideal position).  

The process of keyword advertising is very much different from placing an ad in the newspaper.  Once a newspaper ad is placed, it's placed . . . and usually at a fixed contract rate.  Place it and forget it.  On the other hand, keyword advertising is a continuous auction, one where your competitor can outbid you the very next minute and lower your rank in the key word search.  It is quite an art to: 1) select the right key words, and 2) be able to continually monitor the bidding process.  The cost for one click from a customer can be anywhere from a penny to several dollars.  It takes a knowledgeable expert to select the right key words, write the 15-20 word ads (usually seen at the very top of the page or in the right hand column in Google), and maintain a successful bidding position strategy.
Directory advertising should be another important facet of your online advertising campaign.  Paper yellow pages are outmoded, but online directories are very popular.  Budget should be allocated to make sure your store is listed in leading telephone company directories (like www.superpages.com and www.yellowpages.com), as well as in industry directories.  Often one pays extra for top listing and/or for larger, more colorful ads.  A successful advertising campaign budgets to make sure that your company is listed prominently in every relevant search directory.
Finally, paid compatible Website advertising, puts your message, usually in the form of a banner or button, onto a Website owned by another company whose target market is also similar to yours.  For example, your town's local media, TV, newspaper, and radio stations have their own Websites that accept advertising.  Although potential shoppers may not take time anymore to read a real newspaper during the day, they may take a moment to log onto the newspaper's Website in order to check the weather and other news during the day.  If they also happen to see your button for a furniture sale, they might click on it and find themselves at your Website looking at more information about your store.  In addition to media Websites, you might also want to budget for ads or links on local event Websites, local real estate Websites, local home decorating Websites, and others. 
In addition to these paid media, one might consider other online venues that are not paid but still can be valuable, such as placing a video onto YouTube, a page on Facebook, and others.  
As a variation on direct mail, one should budget for an email blast campaign that sends periodic email to your customer list or to a prospect email list.  This is a quick and easy way to generate traffic at a very low cost.
The ideal media plan has always been the one that most efficiently targets your most likely customers.  Although that concept hasn't changed, where your customers are has changed dramatically.  Today's conventional furniture retailers must quickly reinvent their advertising and media plans to take into account the new realities in the marketplace.  If not, they will find themselves like the ancient argument about the proverbial tree falling in a forest when no one is around.  Did it really make a sound?
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