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ndependent retail stores have often become
staples in their communities — whether it's
due to engaging displays, recognizable staff
or unique products.

Peter Rossing, founder and owner of Muse
Art and Design in Portland, Oregon, strives to
foster an environment that sets his store as an
information resource in his community.

"Most people think of an art materials store
as the ‘arts & crafts’ store, not as someplace
you can actually learn about new things and
come away with information to help you be a
better artist,” Rossing says. “l look at a well-
run independent art supply store as kind of
one of the last keepers of knowledge when it
comes to techniques and materials.

“[Independent art supply store employees]
are the people who use the materials and who
really have to research them to know them and
have an interest in being that resource. That's
what we still try to be because the chain stores
don't care about that.”

Content First

Hosting workshops can help you bring
customers into your garden center, but the right
planning is necessary to ensure a successful
event, and one that will benefit your customers
and your store.

“We place a big emphasis on being a
resource for information about art materials and
techniques, but we are a retail store, so if events
don’t ultimately lead to customers who purchase
from us, it doesn't make them sustainable,”
Rossing says.

Muse hosts demonstrations, informational
lectures and artist talks along with its workshops.

Events are usually free, but a small registration
fee is sometimes charged for longer, more in-
depth lectures, Rossing says.

For some retailers, “events are just a big thing
to get people in the door and get a buzz going,”
Rossing says.

“It's easy to come up with fun and catchy
event ideas that bring in lots of people who
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you'll never see again,” he says. “The most
successful events we've done might only attract
a very small group who are really interested and
committed to learning about the area we're
experts in, and those are the people who are
going to appreciate most how we are different
from other stores. They're the ones who will
keep coming back.”

Whether it's a hands-on workshop, lecture
or demonstration, the goal is to provide
information that will help customers keep their
practice going and serve people who are doing
art at various levels, Rossing says.

When planning an event, he chooses one
specific topic, such as a particular art supply,
brand or material. Demonstrations or artist talks
focus on technigues or processes.

Once events are planned, they're promoted
through a monthly e-newsletter, flyers and word
of mouth. Having artists do lectures allows Muse
to reach each speaker’s following, thus reaching
a larger audience.

If the resources are available, having a staff
member dedicated to the workshops can ease
planning, Rossing says.

Practice What You Preach

Once you get these workshop attendees back
into your store to actually shop, it's important
they see that the knowledge sharing doesn’t just
take place during workshops.

If you visit the “About” section of Muse’s
website (www.museartanddesign.com), you won't
see the typical mugshot photos of employees. In
place of those you'll find self-portraits done by
each staff member, including Rossing.

“The first requirement for someone to work
at Muse is that they are currently actively
practicing their craft and have some training in
art, whether formal, informal or self-taught,”
Rossing says.

“It makes a big difference to be able to
tell a customer, ‘I was using this product
yesterday’ and then speak in detail with genuine
enthusiasm about the experience.”
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Muse Art and Design has found its blog really
drives traffic online and helps with search
engine optimization.

Learn more in an online exclusive at
www.lgrmag.com/

outside-vines-go-community-resource.
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Rossing stresses the importance of creating
that environment for staff and to encourage
them to be doing their own work.

“The more | can support staff as artists, and
kind of put them in the spotlight as artists, the
better we'll do,” Rossing says.

Giving staff time off for art shows or events,
providing new products to try and showcasing
their artwork are ways Rossing tries to foster
that environment.

Customers also will take your recommendations
more seriously knowing your staff is knowledgeable
and involved in the industry.

“[Customers] have in their head that you're
just a sales clerk,” Rossing says. “But as soon as
somebody’s art goes up on the wall and people
walk in they go ‘Who painted this?’ and staff can
say ‘Oh I did,” and then they’ll listen to you. You will
notice a difference in how people respond to you.”

Developing ongoing relationships with
customers keeps Muse Art and Design as the
place for customers to go for feedback.

"We learn from customers sometimes, but
it means something to us,” Rossing says. “If a
customer tells us ‘These colors mix really well
together’ or ‘Don't use this on this surface,’
then we learn and we can pass it on [to other
customers].” LGR



