PERSPECTIVE

Ask P. Allen Smith

“Even if you
haven’t gotten
comfortable with the
newest technologies,
it’s clear that your
customers have
embraced them
wholeheartedly.”

For more ideas on how the Internet and
social media might benefit your business,
turn to page 18.

The Internet:
the Final Frontier?’?

There are so many different opportunities to start doing business online — it

can get a little overwhelming. How can | make digital marketing work for me?

The way we communicate
with one another and market our businesses
to our customers is changing right before our
eyes. Think back to the first time you used a fax
machine, computer or cell phone. It is always
surprising to recall how recently these electronic
devices entered our lives and how quickly they
became the tools we use to conduct business. As
someone who rode along with my grandfather as
he plowed his fields with horses, all these media
changes — from the internet to handheld PDAs
— seem like bolts from the blue.

Depending on your level of comfort with these
“new-fangled devices,” you may or may not have
updated your marketing strategies to include dig-
ital forms of communication. Even if you haven’t,
what’s clear is that our customers have embraced
these technologies wholeheartedly. For those who
want their businesses to stay visible, it’s important
to learn how to use these communication tools as
effective means of advertising.

As you consider the idea, remember that the
purpose for using any form of communication,
then and now, is to stay connected with your cus-
tomers to create, build and solidify relationships.
So let’s look at some of the options and consider
how they can help you achieve that goal.

The Basics

Websites. A couple of years ago, a garden
center website was essentially the online form
of a Yellow Pages listing. It was a good way to let
people know about your services, provide contact
information and post photos of your work along
with testimonials from customers. These days, it’s
not enough to have a static website. If customers
visit your site and see the same information in late
summer that they saw in the spring, they will move
on and look for asite thatis active and updated. It’s
worth the time and money to keep your site fresh
with seasonal tips and events: When customers
see your website as a clearinghouse of helpful,
timely information, they will view your business
in the same way, as a place to go for added value.
Consider offering a way for gardeners to e-mail
you with questions, but only if you can provide
them with a quick response. You must commit to
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answering all your e-mail. Interactive communi-
cation gives your customers an accessible, easy
way to reach you on their schedule.

Online advertising. Once you have devel-
oped a great website that reflects the quality of
your business, you’ll want to attract as much web
traffic as possible in your direction. A few years
ago, print ads and fliers helped guide people to
“brick-and-mortar” stores. Now, online adver-
tising can be used in much the same way, only
this time the ads provide a first look at your “vir-
tual” business. Banner ads offer interested web
users a direct link to your website. The site that
hosts your online ad should be able to provide
you with a tally of the number of “click-throughs”
so you can measure how many times someone
used the ad to visit your site. If you decide to use
this form of advertising, consider the market area
you are trying to reach. Ads in the electronic ver-
sions of your local or regional newspaper, TV and
radio stations, or other sites frequented by your
customer base may be good investments. Again,
make sure that the home page on your website
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E-newsletters are just one way to stay in touch with customers and
establish your digital presence.
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provides fresh information relating
to your advertisement.

One Layer Deeper

E-newsletters. Thisis a friendly,
economical way of staying con-
nected to your customers. It can be
as fancy or plain as you want, but to
be effective, there are some guide-
lines to follow. First, make sure it
offers useful, timely information in
concise format. If you want to pro-
vide more detail, include an active
link that guides your customer from
the e-mail to your website for addi-
tional information. Be sure to offer
some type of promotion, but don’t
make it look like the newsletter is
just a big advertisement.

To compile a good e-mail list, ask
your customers as they check out at
the cash register if they would like
some insider tips on gardening or if
they’d like to be notified of special
sales — don’t just ask if they want
to sign up for the newsletter. Have
a clipboard or a way of entering it
through your cash register’s com-
puter to make it easy and simple.
It’s also important to send newslet-
ters only to people who want them.
Offer an option to unsubscribe
at the bottom of the newsletter if
people want to be removed from
the e-mail list. Depending on the
number of e-mails you are sending
out, you can do it yourself, or have
aweb company e-mail them for you.
(For more on this topic, keep an
eye out for the May issue of Lawn &
Garden Retailer.)

Blogs. This can be an effective
way to create a digital community
(see the February issue of Lawn
& Garden Retailer). You could post
entries to your website, a fast and
friendly way to keep the site fresh
and up to date. Some blogging
software allows you to post-date
entries, so you can write several at
one time and make it look as if they
were written a day or two apart. It
gives the appearance of a continu-
ously updated blog even during the
busy spring season, which might be
a helpful tool.

Social networking. Look into
becoming a member of a gardening
community on various social net-
working sites such as Facebook,
Twitter or LinkedIn as another way
to connect to your customers. There
are interest groups centered around
various aspects of gardening that
you can join. These sites are not only
ways to be heard, but also an avenue
for you to know what seems to be on
the minds of other gardeners.

Whatever digital form of mar-
keting you use, remember the goal
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is to build relationships with cus- P. Allen Smith is a professional garden designer, host of two
tomers. so they need to be used with national TV programs, a regular guest on NBC’s Today Show || il
the same sincerity and respect for and author of P. Allen Smith’s Bringing the Garden Indoors and | T
the customer’s time as prior forms of  other books in his Garden Home Series. Visit Smith’s website '
marketing and advertising. *_ at www.pallensmith.com.

Dave Williams,
Vice President,
Williams Nursery,
Westfield, NJ

IGC Works for Me!

Running a successful garden center keeps me busy. | can’t work GARDENCH IC & %
harder, but | can work smarter. That’s why The Independent o

Garden Center Show is my one ‘must attend’ event every year.

No other show allows me to connect with more vendors and

new products. In one trip, | can see everything | need - green goods,
pots and decor, controls, store fixtures - all in one place. Plus IGC is

a great way to find out what everyone else is up to in my business
because people like me attend from all over the country. The show also
has great keynotes to help me survive these crazy economic times, and
special events like the Charlie Daniels concert - all free! - that allow me

to hear from the experts and have a little fun, too. IGC is the one trip

Lhe
I look forward to every year and a very worthwhile break from my busy n e e n e n[

schedule. - Dave Williams, Vice President, Williams Nursery, Westfield, NJ Garden Eenter Sn
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