THE FRIGHT
OR FIGHT INSTINCT

When your competition is fearing for its life and slashing costs in the most obvious,
most visible areas, will you do the same or take a more radical approach?

t’s no secret that 2008 is
predicted to be a tough
year for retailers as con-
sumers deal with a lot of
real and perceived eco-
nomic uncertainties, all resulting
in a depressed retail economy
and fewer discretionary-spending
dollars. The holiday shopping
period has long been considered
a harbinger of what’s in store for
us in the spring and, with the
lackluster holiday sales results
just announced, we’re probably in
for a wild ride. In times like this,
retailers have two choices: hunker
down and wait for the challenging
times to pass while trying to cut
costs to maintain some semblance
of bottom line, or do something
about it, acknowledging the chal-
lenge and becoming proactive.

Prepare for the Worst

Retailers are generally pretty
good about planning their opera-
tions and programs to maximize
growth, but rarely do they expend
the same amount of time and
effort in planning for the down-
turns. And when they do, it’s usu-
ally focused on cost cutting, trying
to reduce overhead by slashing
variable expenses. Controlling
expenses in a challenging sales
period is important, but it’s not
necessarily the only thing to do,
nor do across-the-board cuts usu-
ally make the most sense.

Just as important as cost con-
trols is understanding the con-
sumer psyche and behaviors as
they traverse the economic mine-
field: They’re making hard deci-
sions on where they will spend
their limited dollars, and on what
products or services. Rest assured,
consumers will continue to spend
— even in the tumultuous times of
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2008 — but they will be much more
diligent in their buying decisions,
rewarding retailers who provide
the best comparative shopping
experience and value vis-a-vis all
the other choices they have avail-
able to them.

In 2008, there will still be
sales to be had and profits to be
made. But more than ever, the
consumer is in the driver’s seat,
not the retailer. We must cater to
their needs like never before or
risk having them shop elsewhere.
And if we chase them away or dis-
appoint them, we may not quickly
get them back when the economy
strengthens and you attempt to
regain your market share.

Plan the Best

So what are some of the key
things to think about and plan for
as we enter 20087

Serve the customer better
than ever before. The retailer
that offers superior customer ser-
vice will hold on to its shoppers
better than those who do not.
It may sound like an oxymoron
saying that you should increase
your labor-intensive customer
service in the same breath as dis-
cussing cutting back on expenses,
but what we’re really talking about
here is the judicious review of
expenses — any cuts you make
should be transparent to your cus-
tomer. Some of your competitors
most likely will panic, taking an ax
to their payroll that will decrease
or eliminate customer service, but
you can make surgical incisions
that won’t distract from the cus-
tomer experience, if you plan the
process.

Treat each customer as an
individual. It’s a proven fact that
today’s consumer is fed up with the

lack of service in retail and other
supposedly service-oriented com-
panies. And they’re tired of being
treated like just one of a herd.
This will be magnified in 2008,
when consumers take the time to
really think about where they will
shop before getting in their cars.

Use any and all available tools
at your disposal to tailor the shop-
ping experience to your customers;
if you’re not able to do it for all of
your customers, at least do it for
the 25 percent of your customers
who provide you with 60 percent of
your sales and 75 percent of your
profits! Targeted e-mail newslet-
ters, loyalty cards, advance notice
of training seminars, special shop-
ping hours and free services such
as potting up container gardens or
foliage plants are all effective ways
to accomplish this individualized
shopping experience. And for these
key customers, why not call them
after they make a major purchase
to see how things went and answer
any questions they might have?
After they pick themselves up off
the floor because someone took a
personal interest in them, you’ll be
surprised at how many people they
relate their service experience to;
they’ll become your missionaries to
new customers, the best advertising
you can possibly have.

Customer loyalty is priceless.
If you have a POS system, use it to
capture each customer’s purchase
behavior, then use it to help create
the personalized relationship
noted above.

Sell solutions, not just prod-
ucts. Providing solutions to your
customer’s problems, needs and
desires is, in my opinion, the most
important differentiator between
theindependentgarden centerand
the big box retailer. Consumers »
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remember who helped them to be
successful with the purchase and
the project, who made them sat-
isfied with the purchase and who
made sure they purchased all the
products necessary to successfully
plant or install the products.

It’s easy to sell stuff at a price,
but this will just force the customer

to shop whoever has the lowest
price that week. By selling solu-
tions, you set yourself somewhat
apart from your price competitor;
price will still be a significant part
of the purchase decision equa-
tion, but the service you provide is
a powerful intangible benefit that
can sway the purchase decision.

Enhance the shopping experi-
ence. When you look at expenses
to cut, focus on the backroom
costs, not the ones that will impact
your customer. In fact, look for
cost-effective ways to invest in
improving your customers’ expe-
rience. Hot coffee in early spring,
cold lemonade on hot summer
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days, a lending library of plant ref-
erence books, a photo garden tour
conducted at your facility by the
local garden club, or “how-to” ses-
sions put on by your suppliers are
all simple and inexpensive ways to
enhance the experience and help
build loyalty.

Become multifaceted. Touch
your customers when it’s conve-
nient for them, not convenient for
you, by becoming more than justa
brick-and-mortar retailer. Today’s
customer does a lot of pre-pur-
chase shopping on the Internet
to learn about the retailer and
product options they offer before
they even leave home. And most
consumers don’t shop our prod-
ucts by going from store to store;
the retailer they select is generally
the destination shop, and once
inside your garden center, it’s your
sale to lose. Make sure your web-
site is an integral part of who you
are and supports the image of your
store; there shouldn’t be any con-
fusion or disappointment if the
customer checks you out on the
Web and then goes to your store.
Use your website to provide refer-
ence materials and Q&As to help
your customers (and potential cus-
tomers!) become successful with
their purchases.

Stay Focused

Yes, it’s very possible that our
industry’s sales may be somewhat
stagnant because of our customers’
spending challenges. But that
doesn’t mean that your sales have
to be stagnant, too! By focusing on
the customer and their experience,
you have the opportunity to take
market share away from competi-
tors who are hunkering down and
cutting costs without a plan. And by
building share and your customer
base in tough times, you’ll benefit
exponentially when the economy
turns the corner and spending goes
back up.

Simply stated, your options are
to hunker down and ride out the
temporary crisis — or get aggres-
sive. It’s your choice. %

Stan Pohmer is president of
Pohmer Consulting Group in
Minnetonka, Minn. He can be
reached at spohmer@pohmer-

consulting.com or (952) 545-7943.

LearnMore!

For more information
related to this article, go to
www.lgrmag.com/Im.cfm/Ig020813
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