Question 1:

I am curious....without having an online shop, how many of you fellow retailers SHIP for your customers? If so how do you charge for shipping? I appreciate your input! 

Answers 1:

(1) Top of Form


]




On occasion. I add $1 for packing and add whatever the shipping costs are through the Post Office (most of my stuff fits in their boxes). Stop there, they can give you a price list.

(2) I ship about once or twice a month in response to things I put on Facebook. Since I need their address anyway to ship, I actually pack it, calculate by USPS and round up $1. I then email an invoice through Paypal. Most of my items are only slightly bigger than the USPS small box, so it keeps the shipping costs down a little by packing in my box versus the next size up in USPS.

(3) I highly recommend offering shipping to your customers, especially if you live in a touristy area (put signage up in your shop and at POS). Having shipping available will often make/break a sale if someone is on the move and does not want to carry stuff on a plane or the rest of their trip. We used a tiered structure based on our shipping estimates and experience with UPS (see attached photo). Sometimes we lost money and sometimes we made money- at the end of the year we usually broke even or made a little bit on our shipping and handling. We created a non-inventory "item" called shipping and handling that was on the customers receipt.

[image: evin Natapow's photo.]

(4) I also offer shipping, it is about customer service and getting a sale. Agree with everyone else, pretty much break even.

(5) Thanks everyone. I have been shipping for folks but haven't had the courage to post it yet. Need to get my ducks in a row and this is very helpful. Thanks for the guidelines, Kevin. And can you tell me where you get your paper mache animal heads and how they did for you? BTW - I visited your store several times in my travels and I must say, it is so beautiful! I was always inspired.
Bottom of Form



Question 2:

How to market On-Line Sales?

Answers 2:
Top of Form



(1) There are SO many sites these days and outlets for fair trade, handmade, etc. I often tell people to consider their web sales as a portal to make non-local customers able to buy from you (especially if you live in a touristy destination and you get repeat non-local customers) or for locals who just like online shopping. It is always going to be hard to compete with Etsy, etc. Again, look for a POS that works seamlessly with an online platform so your not spending too much time promoting and maintaining an online website. Keep your life simple and put your time and effort into making your brick and mortar shop as amazing as it can be. Most shops I talk to who do online says report that online sales only makes up at best 1% of their annual sales but that is not to say you can’t do better or do it differently. It’s a lot of work though.

(2) So I find this interesting because I started as an online shop- selling my own creations as well as handmade goods from around the world. I am opening up a brick and mortar shop NEXT Saturday!! It's part of a share space so there are other vintage shops and studios int he building with me so I think it is a good fit because it's like what you said in another post, I'm with similar businesses that will attract their (already established) customer base that will also like my shop. Also it's in an up and coming arts neighborhood in Providence so I think the demographic will be a great fit. I have to change my thinking though such as labeling and signage in the shop to share with people where these things are made and who makes them since usually online all the information is right there on the page with the product. Just have to restructure and find a balance between keeping my inventory up to date online with my in-store. Definitely some challenges, but I'm hoping I'll reap the rewards of having a physical location. Anyone I show my products to love them, and I think there is an element that you miss when you don't have the tactile experience.


Question 3:

Best/Good selling products (items that move that can be priced more than keystone)?

Answers 3:
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In fact, all items can and should be more than keystone. Talk to your vendors too and find out their SRP. For example, Minga, Mr Ellie Pooh and Costello recommend very high margins on many of their products. Be realistic about what your market can bear but always go for above keystone (52-58% margins) for most products.

(2) Food? Talking to Equal Exchange I'm told it's expected to be lower?

(3) Yes- food, bath and body, candles (usually) are closer to 40% and not much you can do about those. But most "gift" products should be above 50%

(4) Bath/body/candles too!! Had no idea, good to know

(5) usually...was for Alaffia and some other B&B products we sold.


Question 4:

How do you find fair trade suppliers who are not members of the FTF I understand there are groups who don't like the politics of the federation who still may be doing good work. Then how do you know if they are really fair?

Answer 4:

(1) WFTO is a good source too. Most of the non-FTF or even WFTO members we worked with we discovered on our travels and were just too small to be members but we believed in what they were doing. We also carried from non-FTF wholesalers in the USA who were not members yet but we had our own questionnaire for them to fill out and we did our own interview.

(2) we have faith in Fair For Life! They monitor a sort of bean to hand in coffee and chocolate

(3) They are great too but somewhat specific to food and consumables.

(4) We have our own informal list of interview questions we like to ask whenever someone comes in with "there's this group I know...can you carry their product?" By the end of our chats it's usually pretty clear what their motivation is and if they are actually working in the 'spirit' of fair trade. Would be interested to see what questions you are posing if you don't mind making that questionnaire available!

(5) Would love to hear what questions you both ask.

(6) I can dig it up and email it to anyone who wants it- it is closely based on Global Exchange's own purchasing practices.


Question 5:

Recommendations and suggestions from other Fair Trade stores. They will also have experience and knowledge of how that supplier is doing (problems/quality etc) as well as their practices. 

Answers 5:

FT is all about relationships and we need to be able to have open and honest conversations at every level of the supply chain so don't be afraid to ask and have those hard conversations and ask the hard questions


Question 6:

your advice on selecting a retail location – street/mall; demographics; city/smaller town and so on?

Answers 6: 

(1) Great question- many of you who have attended my workshops know that I put a great deal of importance on choosing a good location. Over 50% of your “out of the gate” success will be tied to your location (second most important thing is inventory control). Don’t skimp- start small but go prime! Find a good location in a high traffic district in town and do research on foot traffic, parking, etc. This always sound crazy to folks but if possible, own your real estate. Whatever you do, don’t be scared of high rents- you can likely find cheaper spaces but ½ the foot traffic and likely ½ the sales. Also, be next to your “competition”- be next to other retail stores, gift shops, and clothing stores. Try not to be in a strip mall full of sports bars and restaurants for example- wrong clientele at the wrong time.

(2) We moved half a block and across the street about 1 1/2 years ago and with a larger space have seen an increase of nearly double what we were doing! Location, location,location!


Question 7:

We have been in business less than a year still and are constantly questioning how much to spend on advertising to create awareness that we exist and also trying to think of creative, possibly free, ways to do the same. Do you have any tips?
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Answers 7:

(1) Rewards Programs- spend your money on in-store programs to reward your customers. You can directly track benefits and how effective your campaigns/efforts are. Create a loyalty/rewards program where, for example, you can give them a $50 reward for every $500 spent. Many POS systems will do this automatically and customers will not have to do anything but be your customer to participate. You can have them fill out an information card so you capture all their info- mailing address, phone, email, etc so you can mail them things and add them to your email list. We started a rewards program and our e-list went from 2,000 subscribers to over 10,000 in just 2 years. We also sent “members” a gift certificate for $15 on their birthday every year to be used in the month of their birthday. You can then track how many get redeemed and how much they spend on their birthday transaction. We had about a 40% return rate and avg sale of $40 on including the $15 GC. Most importantly, our customers LOVED the program and felt it was very personal. We got emails and verbal acknowledgements of the program and how special it was.• Best Customer Tracking Program- again, reward those who are your biggest supporters. Once a quarter, run your best customer report by dollars purchased and take the top 20 or so and send them a handwritten thank you card with a 20-25% off coupon. A customer like that will be flattered and will of course tell all their friends. Word of mouth is some of the best advertising you can “buy”

(2) Also, use social media well and use it to promote your awesome in-store programs. Advertising, although many times necessary, is hard to track, expensive and in my opinion not the best use of $ in small stores like ours. It also depends quite a bit on your local, demographics, etc

(3) I pay for very little print advertising, I get a bigger bang right now from Social Media and turning your customers into Advocates for your store (word of mouth is the best way to get new customers into your store).. Also, many newspapers are desperate for content, if you are willing to write something for them and they publish it - Boom, free advertising!

(4) Do you recommend spending money on boosting social media posts?
good question 

(5) I've not paid to boost any of my SM posts. Maybe someone else has experience.

(6) I have not seen much return on that- most of your FB/Twitter, etc followers already follow you and boosts don't always seem to reach the right people. Anyone else have experience with boosts?

(7) I have heard from others who say FB boosts have a direct effect, still haven't tried it myself.

(8) I've had good returns from boosts when they are done to custom audiences that are set up to mirror my email list

(9) We tried it and after refining the parameters to our local area it helped some.

(10) I usually boost facebook posts for $5 and that gets me about 800 veiws (only to likes and their friends). I feel that there is a increase in sales after those boosts.

(11) I guess do some research and talk to others who have done it on how exactly to do it.

(12) Also, for those of you who are FTF members or are considering membership, they have a new HUB that would be a great place to really connect with folks on all these questions too. I am sure there are many shops who have really figured out some creative ways to use SM effectively.

(13) FB is tricky - when you post something your fans do not automatically see it in their newsfeed. Only the fans who interact w/ you them most. If you want ALL of your FB fans to see it, you have to pay for it. It's actually FUN to pay $10 to boost a post for a day, watch the "analytics" page and see what happens. There is a huge difference between what FB calls an "organic reach" or non-paid post and a paid post. 
Right now I am trying to gain FB "fans" and paying $15/day for 3 days, set the demographics. My hope is to gain FB fans and try one of those SOLDSIE facebook sales. 
SO my question is: has anyone else tried those facebook sales and what were your thoughts w/ it?

(14) We just started a rewards program in the form of punch cards earning a % off after it get filled and that has so far produced the most favourable comments.

(15) Customers LOVE to be rewarded 

(16) I rewarded my top 5 customers of the first quarter and wrote them a hand written note of thanks w/ a gift card to the store. They were thrilled (and one of them was an employee!!!)

(17) on this FTF HUB, that's a facebook thing or???

(18) From a wholesalers experience we have had some good luck with the facebook post "boosts"

(19) Nope- FTF launched it at the conference this year and if you are a member you have access. They will likely give you a trial access if you are considering membership but the access alone would likely be worth your annual fee.


Question 8:

What are the tradeoffs between importing directly and buying from domestic wholesalers? 
Top of Form

Answers 8:
(1) Yes!! Interested in this too. We've tried to work directly but then came up against customs/ import complications /communication issues..which I guess is one of the benefits of working with domestic wholesalers :}

(2) We tried it too and only found a few groups (Batsiranai, AYNI, NEW Sadle) that were worth working with directly. We decided we wanted to be great retailers and that it was too much to do both. There are so many great wholesalers out there there really is no reason to reinvent the wheel, unless there is no outlet for their goods.
Bottom of Form


Question 9:

Here is another good question on product mix and really gets to the heart of why inventory control is critical:
I would prefer to carry higher end FT items (home accessories, personal accessories and jewelry) rather than the ethnic market mix seen in many FT stores. Do you know of any successful stores with such a mix of items and your comments on this approach?

Answers 9:

(1) AgainTop of Form


, you will just have to test your market and see what it can bear. Our store, Momentum started out with the same goal and we had to over time move our price points down. We still maintained a higher than normal avg price point and higher-end level but had to respond to customer demand. On an annual basis about 1/3 of your products will not make the cut and will have to be moved out. Experiment with what YOU want to carry and DO inventory control and you will know in real time if your store can maintain that level. For example a 1,000 sq ft shop, with 1,700 SKU’s in their inventory, will bring in about 500-600 new items every year, leaving your plenty of room to experiment a bit with new trends, styles, etc.


Question 10:

When conducting an End-of-Year Inventory (and your inventory is bar coded). Any recommendations for a hand-held portable bar-code-reader that allows you to scan inventory and can be dumped into an Excel spreadsheet as opposed to doing a manual inventory?
Top of Form

Answers 10:

(1) Some POS systems allow you to do this but they tend to be the more advanced ones. I am kind of old school and think there is great value in literally counting every widget in your shop. It is your bi-annual chance to find items that are damaged or mis-tagged and allows for a good system for checks-n-balances to make sure you are getting accurate counts. With all hands on deck it should take you 6-8 hours.

(2) Not sure how that can work. Did a handheld scanner of our inventory on January 2, and it took 13 hrs!

(3) We counted all 2K SKU's 2X's a year and started at 10am and finished by 6pm with double counts of all items that were way off. Then we spit-shinned the shop- another great excuse to close for a day in January/August.

(4) Did you put them on a count sheet tally and then manually enter them?

(5) Yes- our POS system created count sheets by department (or any way we wanted to sort them) and told us what we should have and then a blank line for what we actually had. At the end of the night we went through the system and did the update.


Question 11:

Top of Form


 your take/experience on purely Fair Trade items vs mix of FT and other hand-made items from both US artisans and international artisans – is there a benefit to either or other comments you may have

Answers 11:

(1) This is always a bit of a touchy subject. There are many shops that ONLY buy from FTF or WFTO members and I think that is great. Many shops are also part of small communities that have strong independent local artisan populations. I personally don’t see anything wrong with a hybrid shop that sells both fair trade products as well as products from either local artisans or domestic artisans. Depending on how your structure your shop and what your product mix is you may run into some identity issues but nothing that can’t easily be overcome. If you do more “art gallery” for the local products, especially if it is consignment, you may also have some issues with how you evaluate inventory and maintain your inventory control systems. There are work arounds for everything and you could easily keep the two inventories separate in your system and evaluate them independently based on different turn cycles.


Question 12:

Let's throw out another one that was sent to me earlier today:
Point-of-Sale programs, What's best???

Answers 12:
(1) There are so many good programs out there. I have a great “shopping for POS systems handout that will help you ask the right questions when shopping for one. You can go very wrong though so don’t go cheap and do your research. There are a lot of good cloud based systems out there but you also really want something that live son your computer at the shop. Most importantly you want a system that is robust enough to be able to customize item data, reports and inventory so you can do the right inventory control measures necessary for your store to be most efficient. If you system is not able to give you the data you need or the reports you need to effectively evaluate the performance of your inventory than you will not have the right quantities at the right time to maximize your sales potential- THIS is makes gives you a positive cash flow and will make your shop profitable.
Artisan POS
Lightspeed POS
ERPLY
Quickbooks POS
These are a few good POS systems to explore and see if they are the right fit for your operation. The main difference these days are programs like Artisan POS and Quickbooks POS and ones like Lightspeed and ERPLY is that the former are software programs that you pay license fees for up front and have to upgrade annually or at least when the version you have sunsets. They are a big chunk to bit off for startups and stores that have tight cash flow. The later systems are monthly fees that can be cheaper at startup but can end up costing you more in the long run depending on various factors. Bottom line- you NEED a good POS system and consider any cost for one the cost of doing good business.
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(2) Are any better than another for both online and in store POS systems that are integrated?

(3) Lightspeed is a good one- ERPLY is good too. Talk to Sam Carpenter at Global Gifts about ERPLY.


Question 13:

How do you deal with inventory that just doesn't sell?
Top of Form

Answers 13:

(1) This is a very personal choice. I am not a huge fan of sales or sale sections. Most of us are operating in small retail spaces (500-2500 sq ft). Our goal is to do as much in sales per sq ft as possible so every sq ft is critical to maximize sales. On an annual basis you can expect (with a well run inventory control system) to get rid of 1/3 of your underperformers on an annual basis. Assuming you have a good positive cash flow (which you should if you are doing inventory control) you should be able to pull underperformers on a monthly basis, eat the cost and bring in new items. I think it is OK to do after “season” sales- i.e. holidays, spring/summer, valentines, easter, etc. Again, evaluate sales for those items, pull the ones that don’t make the cut, and put those on sale at 50% off. If an item makes the cut and you will carry it again next year, put it in a box and get it off the floor and make room for stuff that will sell. It is OK to hold over seasonal merchandise so long as it is a good seller and you will buy it again next year.

(2) So when you say "get rid of under performers" you are saying 1/3 of your inventory may prove to under perform, and put those on sale at 50% after x amount of time?

(3) you should be doing a full item eval 2X's per year and pulling all under performers then and any new items should have 3 months to make the cut and you can either give them a 2nd chance (not likely) or get rid of it to make room for an item that WILL sell.

(4) and how do you get rid of them? Donate?

(5) We donated to a local thrift store that supported a local wildlife sanctuary- they LOVED us and sent lots of customers our way.

(6) We also donated Jewelry to Dress for Success

(7) Kevin, this is a difficult one for some of us smaller retailers with little foot traffic. I know Candy says the same thing as you are saying here... but I have so many things that won't sell for a long long time because I just don't have the foot traffic. Perhaps I'm carrying too much inventory then?

(8) Your bottom 1/3 can be moved out over time. I have great strategies for doing this but if it is a 0 sales item- get rid of it! Slow movers can be phased out over a 6-9 mos program to slowly move things out, get your cash in hand and buy BEST SELLERS.

(9) I'd also be interested in the strategies you use to move the bottom third along if you're opposed to sale sections

(10) Break your 1/3 into thirds based on your items sold report. Take the bottom 1/3 and get them OFF your floor, the 2nd third, give them 3-6 months before removing them, and the top 1/3 give them 6-9 months. This will take longer if your bottom 1/3 is closer to 1/2 of your inventory.


Question 14: 

What is the best way to handle things when a company you have been buying from for twenty some years decides not to be a member of the Fair Trade Federation any longer?
Top of Form

Answers 14:
[bookmark: _GoBack]
(1) This is a tough one- I think this is where you need to use your best judgment and do some research on why they left? We carried products from non-FTF members but rarely from ones that were but let their membership lapse for one reason or another. Do your homework, have a discussion with them and use your best judgment.


Final Comment:

Also, selecting the right merchandise and keeping it fresh is what keeps your customers coming back in. Do VM moves monthly- major ones seasonally and DO inventory control. Get a POS system that works for you and use it to the max. It will make your life SO much easier and boost your sales big time.

Responses:
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It was good being reminded that inventory control follows right on the heels of location in terms of importance. Booting the bottom third & being strict about it to keep things fresh & appealing. Needed to hear this!
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