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Tips to Improve Your Business

While some businesses are seeing a positive turn in the economy, many are still in survival mode. In this issue, vendors discuss ways to trim costs and keep their businesses open in hopes to build for the future.

Lou Moser, president of Cuppa, a St. Petersburg, Fla.-based souvenir company that features artwork of famous artists on items such as stainless steel mugs, travel mugs and more, said hard decisions now can pay off later.

“I am trying to conserve the dollar I have,” Moser said. “We cut our staff in half, and we learned that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. I can basically get two-thirds of the business done with half the staff. I lost a third of my ability to manufacture, but I can actually bring in bigger numbers with less people. You have to survive. Survival is actually success in this economic climate.”

Five Tips for Retailing Success

1.) Survival is success in this economy. Do whatever is necessary, including cutting staff, to stay in business.

2.) Vendors need to make sure they are addressing their core business and are not distracted by additional products that may take the focus off what they do best. 

3.) Roadwork is important. Try to personally visit as many stores as possible with product immediately available to sell on the spot.

4.) Choose trade shows wisely. Target shows that will fit your products’ niche.

5.) Reconnect with old customers by cold calling them or using direct mail.

Moser said he continues to see conservative buying, and he has cut back on trade shows, particularly ones that did were not super successful for him in the past.

“In the past, I could afford to speculate and if I walked out breaking even, I would be OK with that,” Moser said. “But I am not going near any show unless I am certain it will be a good show.”

One of the biggest moves for Cuppa is Moser’s decision to cut back on products that weren’t very profitable and concentrate on his core business, which is sublimation.

“We sublimate, and the colors are perfect,” Moser said. “There’s no one in this industry that does full-color processing better than we do it. So we are back to our core product and focusing on those products that we can sublimate. We added Christmas ornaments that are custom for the resort industry. We now offer stainless steel sports water bottles that we sublimate on. And we keep the quality high. Out goal is to increase volume in 2010. In reality, our best-selling products remain shot glasses and coffee mugs. We realize that we are the best at it, so why not concentrate on that?”

Moser also said vendors are approaching him with better deals on raw materials than he has ever seen.

“That will obviously help the bottom line,” Moser said. “Hopefully, when this economy turns, we will be more profitable than ever. We have a strong customer base that is loyal, and that is so important.”

Jon Pert, owner of Entertain Ya Mania, a Westbrook, Maine, company that offers humorous cartoon magnets, postcards, mugs and other souvenirs and gifts, said he sees the economy slowly, but gradually, improving. Recent trade shows have either been flat or better for Pert, and he says a positive attitude can go a long way.

“I do most of my business in the Northeast, and I am looking at it like it can’t get any worse,” Pert said. “We were killed by so much bad weather last year – we had a ton of rain – that I think things are looking up. I was actually up a bit in 2009, and I tell everyone that I worked harder for it. And that’s true.” 

Part of that extra work included Pert spending more time on the road. But he said those hours and miles on his vehicle were worth it.

“It was a lot of roadwork,” Pert said. “I was getting a lot more smaller orders, so I figured if the business was not coming to me, I had to go get it more than ever. When you deal with some of the smaller items like I do, store owners and buyers don’t have time to track that small stuff. So when I walk in the store with merchandise in hand, I tell them what they are sold out of. I look like a hero to them. And I sell more because of that. It also saves them shipping.”

Jeff Golden, owner and president of Bear Hands & Buddies, a Little Ferry, N.J., company that offers mittens, hats, scarves and other apparel with animal themes, admits 2009 and the beginning of 2010 have been tough financially, but he is also optimistic about the rest of the year.

“We had an excellent Toy Fair and a few other shows that were very good for us,” Golden said. “Things look like they will be OK going forward. It’s not really a climate for new products for us right now, so we are sticking with the game plan and concentrating on our signature items.”

One of those signature items are mittens that children do not have to completely remove to use their hands.

“We have a really big reorder rate, and the majority of our sales – 70 to 75 percent – are for kids,” Golden said. “They like the product, and we are constantly getting feedback about it. So we will not lose focus on that.”

Golden said it’s important to land product in a variety of stores.

“We are very fortunate because we have been able to get our products in specialty stores and ski resorts and zoos and aquariums and fixed goods stores,” Golden said. “That diversity is important. Our products have crossover appeal.”

Golden also said he is being picky about which trade shows he attends.

“For us, we want to make sure we are at shows where people will buy cold-weather products,” Golden said. “You have to pick your spots. Buyers are not going to as many shows, so they need to justify their expenditures and buy product when they go to shows. So hopefully, we will be at the shows where the buyers are buying. In the past, buyers would be in New York and Vegas and would spend half the time at the show, and the other half on Broadway or in the casinos or eating at nice restaurants. They don’t have that luxury now, as much. They need to maximize their presence.”

Eddie Hall, general manager for F & R Sales, a transfer and screen printing company in Dalton, Ga., said he is seeing a rise in transfer sales.

“There was an 18- to 24-month period where transfers weren’t selling at all,” Hall said. “But lately, they have started to sell. I think some of our old customers are coming back because people are working out of their homes. And since the general public is on a tight budget themselves, transfers have re-emerged as a good value.”

F & R’s most popular images are Southern based, including anything themed around the confederate flag, “or as some people call it, redneck stuff,” Hall said. “We sell a lot to Southern states, but those images sell all over.” 

The recession has forced Hall and his staff to try to grow the business by revisiting former customers.

“We are doing whatever it takes from direct mailings to cold calling our old customer base who stopped buying from us for whatever reason,” Hall said. “We are trying to reconnect with them. The bottom line is that we are trying to grow sales as inexpensively as possible. Trade shows have priced themselves out of existence for people like us. We can’t sell enough transfers to justify the price of a show these days. In the past, shows were more affordable, but since so many have grown to bigger convention centers, it makes it impossible for us to attend many of them.”


Retail Container Traffic to be Up 25 Percent in First Half of 2010

Import cargo volume at the nation’s major retail container ports will be a full 25 percent higher during the first half of 2010 compared with the same period a year ago, according to the monthly Global Port Tracker report released today by the National Retail Federation and Hackett Associates.

“This is a dramatic turnaround over what we’ve seen during the past two years,” NRF Vice President for Supply Chain and Customs Policy Jonathan Gold said. “Increases in import volumes don’t correspond directly with dollar volumes in sales, so caution has to be exercised when looking at these numbers. But retailers are clearly expecting to move more merchandise this year.”

U.S. ports handled 1.09 million Twenty-foot Equivalent Units in December, the latest month for which actual numbers are available. That was unchanged from November but up 2.6 percent from December 2008 to break a 28-month streak during which monthly totals were lower than the same month the year before. One TEU is one 20-foot cargo container or its equivalent.

January was estimated at 1.19 million TEU, a 17 percent increase over January 2009, and February, traditionally the slowest month of the year, is forecast at 1.1 million TEU, up 30 percent from the previous year. March is forecast at 1.18 million TEU, up 23 percent as retailers begin to stock up for spring and summer, April at 1.25 million TEU, up 27 percent, May at 1.3 million TEU, up 26 percent, and June at 1.38 million TEU, up 36 percent.

Those monthly numbers would put the first half of 2010 at 7.4 million TEU, up 25 percent from last year’s 5.9 million TEU.
 
With numbers from December now final, 2009 ended with a total volume of 12.7 million TEU, down 17 percent from 2008’s 15.2 million TEU and the lowest since the 12.5 million TEU reported in 2003.

Hackett Associates founder Ben Hackett disagreed with economists who fear that the economy is in the middle of a W-shaped recovery where another dip could follow current signs of an upturn.

“This forecast assumes that we are not in a double-dip recession and that a recovery is underway,” Hackett said. “Although 2009 saw decreased import activity levels, the forecast for 2010 points towards growth.”

Global Port Tracker, which is produced for NRF by the consulting firm Hackett Associates, covers the U.S. ports of Long Angeles/Long Beach, Oakland, Seattle and Tacoma on the West Coast; New York/New Jersey, Hampton Roads, Charleston and Savannah on the East Coast, and Houston on the Gulf Coast. The report is free to NRF retail members, and subscription information is available at www.nrf.com/PortTracker or by calling (202) 783-7971. Subscription information for non-members can be found at www.globalportracker.com. 



