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Unless you’d pulled the shutters down
on your shop in mid-December and
crawled into a cave, you are no doubt aware of the
biggest story from the holidays — the terrific season online
jewelry retailers had, especially at the high end. Not only did
they enjoy huge growth - up 66 percent according to
ComScore Networks - but their presence had a noticeable
impact on when and how shoppers behaved. Many brick and
mortar stores reported the real holiday rush didn’t start until
three or four days before Christmas. Consumers, it seemed,
had spent much of December in front of their PC screens
and stormed the local store only when e-tailers wouldn’t be
able to ship in time. Those shoppers who did come in early
were better educated and armed with price data.

For any independent store-
owner still clinging to the hope that
online retailers will somehow go
away, it’s as clear as ever that’s not

going to happen. The real issue now :

is how small retailers will adapt to
ensure they get their piece of the
Internet-driven action. In the

words of the tech gurus, retailing :

isn’t “channel agnostic” anymore.
You can keep your store, still mail
out your catalog, but you also need
your Internet presence.
“Independent jewelry retailers
can’t be afraid of the Internet any-
more, they need to embrace it to sur-
vive,” says Matt Perosi, a web pro-
grammer and head of the online
marketing company that helped the
Independent Jewelers Organization
develop its Internet initiative.

“Internet usage in their industry

is still at the beginning, and the first
store in their local market to jump
on some of these ideas will be able
to survive, while unfortunately the
others go out of business. In reality
they are in a dog-eat-dog industry,
and the big online dogs are already
eating a piece of everyone’s profits.”
To be sure, the sales figures com-
ing out of the biggest of the online
retailers, Blue Nile, can make for
disheartening reading:

The Seattle-based upstart,

formed just eight years ago, is now :

believed to rank second only to
Tiffany & Co in diamond-ring sales.
The average diamond ring bought
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at the Blue Nile site costs $5,500,
twice the industry average of
$2,700. Its business model is built
around an overhead that eats up
just 13 percent of its revenues, com-
pared with 30 to 40 percent at a tra-
ditional retailer, according to indus-
try analyst Ken Gassman.

Selling a diamond ring will never
be the same again, nor will the mar-
gins. But that doesn’t mean the
game’s over. The Internet is if any-
thing a playing-field leveler. New
hosting services and technologies
are allowing even small jewelers to
get an e-commerce platform that
will give them access to inventories
that match those of Blue Nile for a
fee of a few hundreds of dollars a
month. The Internet can also give
retailers more bargaining power
over suppliers, a chance to team up
with non-competing retailers via
online forums, a way to cut sales
expenses because customers can
educate themselves, a venue to sell
jewelry in far-flung markets, even
internationally (although most of
your clients will likely remain those
from the local community). Perhaps
best of all, when used properly the
Internet can be a tool that doesn’t
undermine a retailer’s traditional
strengths — customer service, skills
and knowledge — but one that sup-
ports a jeweler’s greatest asset —
his personal relationships with
existing customers — by opening up
new channels of communication.
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Good idea + Internet =
untold wealth. Here are a
few good ideas for getting a
good online operation up

and running, Let us know if

they make you rich.

Before you go to a

- web designer, spend
a lot of time looking for
sites that are in line with
what you want to achieve.
This will help you avoid
having the designer use
your site to experiment with
new technologies or
concepts, says designer and
consultant Brian Weaver.

It is also worth remembering that
for all the talk about the Internet
revolution, Blue Nile and other
online-only diamond dealers still
account for only about 4 percent of
the total jewelry market, according
to a Forrester Research study
released last year. They have taken
away the low hanging fruit, the cus-
tomers driven solely by price. But
there is still an awful lot of jewelry to
be sold, and it is clear jewelry buyers
still like to shop in brick and mortar
shops. The one thing to be aware of
is that the younger buyers, the ones
who will become your customer
base of the future, often don’t want
to shop the way their parents did.

“People with faster, more hectic
lives do not have time to visit physi-
cal stores randomly looking for
something. They search online for
products or services, cross refer-
ence several websites and contact
the company they feel most com-
fortable with,” Perosi says.

Brian Weaver, who has devel-
oped websites for a number of high-
end stores including Tivol and
Penny Preville, urges jewelry retail-
ers to look at the auto industry,
where people now visit just 1.7 deal-
ers before buying a car, down from
4.1 just 10 years ago.

“There isn’t a car dealer in the
country that doesn’t have a signifi-
cant web presence and this is an
industry built on brick and mortar
stores,” he says.

“They are willing to flex their
online presence to the needs and
wants of the client. They can sell a
car online without ever seeing a
customer or they can adjust the
process to support a buyer who
wants to come in and conduct a test
drive after having narrowed the
options online.”

In short, the bar has been raised.
To survive today retailers need bet-
ter advertising, better inventory
management, better services and an
interactive online customer experi-
ence, Weaver says. Most important-
ly, the website must support your
competitive advantage, whether
that’s designers, service or your
shop.






At the most basic level, a toehold
on the Internet can be very cheap to
attain. A few hours with an HTML
book or a web-authoring tool is
really all you need to master the
basics of website development. In
fact, most of the personal websites,
and even a number of the business
sites you will come across on the
Internet are likely to be do-it-your-
self projects. Unfortunately, it usu-
ally shows.

At the next level are sites offered
by merchant storefront providers
such as Yahoo, FreeMerchant or
LiteCommerce. If you’re just start-
ing out, such services aren’t a bad
short-term solution. The sites are
functional, if basic. The Yahoo site,
for example, is a five-page, wizard-
driven product for which you’ll pay
a small setup fee of around $50 and
$40 a month to get a set of software
tools, website templates, a shopping
cart, and a payment interface. This
will allow you to get a merchant
account that will accept credit-card
or Paypal payments. (One signifi-
cant drawback is that you can’t use
your own URL — you get an exten-
sion of a Yahoo URL — something
like

; )

According to a profile in the New
York Times last month, it was such a
simple site that Mark Vadon bought
in 1999 to start Blue Nile. The com-
pany, then called Internet
Diamonds, had little more than a
slow-speed modem Internet con-
nection, no ads and just two people
taking orders by phone. Yet it was
doing $250,000 in sales a month.

It’s too bad, but you're unlikely to
replicate Vadon’s success with a
website like that anymore.
Consumers are a tad more demand-
ing in 2007.

The cost of setting up a serious
quality-looking online venture with
unique branding that fully supports
the sales process isn’t negligible,
although prices have come down in
the last two years.

A quality-looking site designed
by a consultant will set you back
something between $3,000 and
$15,000. E-commerce stores or
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database-driven sites that are
designed to showcase many prod-
ucts and support online shopping
(although not necessarily online
purchasing) start at about $12,000
and go up depending on the level of
logistics complexity.

“One of the biggest factors in
price for an e-commerce site is the
handling of data between the site,
the store, and the warehouse or
shipping company. People typically
don’t think through the practical
issues of actually handling cus-
tomers online,” Weaver says, adding
that the website is actually the
cheap part.

“Dealing with inventory manage-
ment, logistics, handling of returns
can be truly overwhelming for most
family-owned jewelers.”

Weaver’s prescription for a suc-
cessful site: an application that
encourages and supports dialogue
between the consumer and the
store (question forms, live support,
call buttons), a carefully limited
product inventory aimed at getting
a consumer to come in and meet
with the sales staff, constantly
changing product images and
updated content.

For jewelers who don’t have the
financial resources or technological
confidence to try their own website
there are a number of hosting serv-
ices coming on stream that are tai-
lored to support small jewelry
retailers.

provides
a program that links retailers to
what it says are the inventories of
the same wholesalers who supply
Blue Nile.

The web-embedded
which was scheduled to launch on
March 1, allows visitors to a jewel-
er’s website to sort through tens of
thousands of loose stones. Central
to the eDiamondselect strategy,
however, is that the system doesn’t
allow for the sale to be completed
on the site. Once a customer
expresses interest, a salesperson is
alerted and he or she can then get in
contact with the interested cus-
tomer.

The system allows merchants to

service,
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: When looking for

7 outside help in the
form of a “search engine
optimization” (SEO)
consultant, remember this
tip: If the SEO firm's
website shows up on the
first results page when you
Google that's a pretty good
sign they know what they're
doing.

One of the key goals
of any business that
ventures online is to
increase efficiencies and cut
costs. As such you don't
want to be paying a
consultant forever to
maintain the site. Make
sure whatever website you
come up with can be easily
controlled and edited by
your staff. Easy-to-learn
tools should allow them to

set their own margins. They can
also choose to show only their own
selection first before those of the
wholesalers.

“If they’re silly enough to try to
max out on the stone they might as
well go and jump off the Golden
Gate Bridge. The key is to get the
customer in the door. That’s where
the real profit is now,” says
eDiamondselect’s director of mar-
keting, Marc Abrams.

Adds Avrille Aronson, eDiamond-
select’s founder and president and a
veteran of the jewelry retail trade:
“Jewelers can still get keystone but
it’s in the mountings, the bands,
watches, the cross sales and the add-
ons as well as in building a lifelong
relationship with a customer.”

Once the customer chooses a
stone, they pay a deposit and then
receive it in the store within a few
days. “eDiamondselect stops the
customer from walking out of the
store and going home to buy the
diamond on an online mega site,”
Aronson said.

Another player in the emerging
sector, OBBONLINE.COM,
unveiled its “full” Internet service
for jewelry retailers last fall. Like
eDiamondselect, it provides access
to a large inventory of loose stones
and lets the store owner set the
markup, although that is pretty well
where the similarities end.
WRCobbonline offers something
much closer to a full e-commerce
platform. It builds the website,
allows customers to buy on the site
using a “create your own ring tool,”
arranges packing and shipping and a
host of other services including 800
numbers and customer tracking. For
a commission it will also help organ-
ize an advertising campaign in the
store-owner’s local area. WR Cobb’s
inventory includes some 25,000 plus
certified diamonds as well as thou-
sands of bridal and jewelry products.

WR Cobb offers its clients three
packages with varying degrees of
customization and service. The one
thing customers can’t do is merge
their existing website with the WR
Cobb-built site. (Jewelers can
include their own jewelry, although
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manage inventory images,
descriptions and pricing,
edit product information
and manage additional
aspects of the site’s
operation.

Another way to do
-« getacross the
personal touch — the thing
that separates your
business from a soulless
chain — is with a small
blog on your site. Such a
link can let customers
know about you, your
qualifications, family and
store history. The text for
such stories should be
upbeat and breezy, like a
friend to a friend.

Yes, this is 21st-

. century retailing
and website building can
be a daunting
technological process,
especially for someone
born before 1967. But that
doesn't mean you should
treat the exercise in a
hands-off manner. That's
an open invitation to
disaster, not to mention a

potentially big waste of -
time and money. If you
want the biggest bang for
your buck, you've got to
know what your goal is. Is
it to sell product directly to
customers online, or to
draw more customers to
visit your retail store? Are
you going to want to
update the information or
the products often? The
more clearly you define the
goals and objectives of
your website, the better
your web designer can
create a site that
effectively meets your
expectations. Read a few
magazines like PC World or
PC Magazine so that you
can get an overall
understanding of
technology and
terminology.

Most Internet

= consumers usually
live within 50 miles of the
brick-and-mortar
operations they will “shop"
on the 'Net. If your
business is mostly local,
make sure the entire
geographic area you serve
is mentioned in text on the
site. Stick a photo of your
storefront on the site as
well.

4

% Another related
turn-off: a hard-to-
find or nonexistent privacy
policy. Although most
people will never actually
read your privacy policy,
some shoppers will want
to know what you will do
with the information you
collect.

If the jewelry trade

good websites have the
four S's — speed,
simplicity, search

INSTORE

has its four C's then

optimization and security
(and you probably better
throw in “service” as well).
All are of crucial
importance but it's hard to
over-emphasize speed.
According to a study last
year by British consultants
Akamai, shoppers are
likely to abandon a website
if it takes longer than four
seconds to load. That is
down from the eight
seconds that shoppers
were willing to wait just
three years ago.

Speed is closely
related to
simplicity. Use graphics,
scripts, and Flash
judiciously. These are
some of the worst
offenders of page bloat.
Decide what you
absolutely have to have,
and get rid of the rest. Use
text links instead of
graphic “buttons”
whenever possible. And
never use images to display
blocks of text. Web
designer Weaver says a
flashy website with music
and moving images is
often more of a distraction
than anything else.
Remember: there's a fine
line between an attractive,
innovatively designed site
and a loud, affected one.
And no pop-ups, he
stresses.
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there is a cost of $75 to $100 for
each image).

The two-year packages range in
price from $2,900 (plus a $299
monthly fee) up to $6,500 (with a
$499 monthly fee). There are also
merchant and transaction fees to be
paid on successful sales.

WRCobbOnline, which recom-
mends a 10 percent markup on
loose diamonds and 50 percent to
150 percent margin on jewelry, says
its websites give retailers the oppor-
tunity “to win the margin battle ver-
sus all your competitors.”
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“I view the Internet like a good
location for your store. It’s like
being on Main Street versus a back
alley. And the Internet is a very
good location,” says Roderick
Lichtenfels, the CEO of WR Cobb,
adding that the localized websites
give customers the chance to
choose from a huge selection yet
still buy from a company they know.

Similar thinking underpinned
the Independent Jewelers
Organization response to the
Internet, , which
was rolled out last year. The site
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To see how your
website rates in
terms of load-time, check it
using one of the many free
optimization tools that are
available on the Internet.

Give customers
more than one way
to find what they're looking
for. For example, you can
provide intuitive links to
different product
categories, a search
function where customers
can enter a product name
or “breadcrumb trails” that

sends interested buyers to their
local 1IJO member to inspect the
stone of their choice, one of thou-
sands that are supplied by hundreds
of wholesalers. If the customer likes
the stone the wholesaler and mer-
chant split the profit.

In addition to luring Internet
browsers to a particular store, the
website can also be used by to show
diamonds to customers who arrive
at the store on their own.

“What the general public does
not know is that there is a private
and protected area of IJODiamonds
that the shop owners are able to log
into and search inventory much
faster. It also gives them search
options (like diamond measure-
ments) that the consumer would
never understand. This gives them
the ability to search for something
specific to match whatever mount-
ings they have at hand, or are creat-
ing,” Perosi says.

Participation in IJODiamonds
.com requires IJO membership.

Perosi said traffic has grown
steadily since IJODiamonds.com’s
launch and the site now attracts
about 400 serious diamond
searchers a day. At the same time,
apparent fear of losing sales among
many of the IJO members had lim-
ited participation and the success of
the initiative, he says.

“T know that if we can get 800-
plus IJO members to link their web-
sites back to IJODiamonds it will
not matter how much advertising
dollars the other companies throw
into their marketing because
1JODiamonds will always come out
toward the top of search engines.”

It’s a wariness of using the
Internet that he believes still per-
vades much of the industry but one
which retailers need to wake up to
fast.

“If you have found a niche in a
rural community, you can follow all
the traditional methods of advertis-
ing, providing quality service and
building a reputation,” he says. “But
if that retailer is in the typical urban
community, (and chooses to ignore
the Internet) I'd tell them to close up
shop and get a job, honestly.”



For hints on
what not to do
when building a
web site, check
out desngn
consultant
Vincent
Flanders' site

which
analyzes why
some pages do
not work.
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allow customers to retrace
their steps on your
website.

The best retail

websites try to
mimic the in-store
experience with improved
zoom functions that enable
consumers to see the
fabric texture on a blouse
or the faceting of a ring.
"When people have a
high-quality visual
experience, they tend to
convert to purchases,” Jeff
Hunt, a vice president at
Scene?, a Novato, CA-
based company that offers
rich media images for
clients such as Amazon
and Macy's recently told
The New York Times.

. Something many
people don't realize
is that websites are a lot
like catalog or advertising
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photography. The work is
actually “owned” by the
entity that created it. As a
client, you are typically
granted usage rights or a
license to use the final
product and not all the bits
and pieces created to bring
the website to fruition.
Ensuring that you own the
source code and make-up
files will make it easier in
the long run to update,
redesign or repurpose your
website, as well as change
designers in the future. Get
a good contract stipulating
who owns the site's
domain name, how the site
will be accessed from
search engines, and
drawing up clear creative
rights.

When a visitor is

' responding to an e-
mail or other promotion,
the visitor should be
directed to a specialized
"landing page” and not the
homepage. According to
online marketing authority
MarketingSherpa, such
landing pages, which
educate the visitor on the
promotion, have twice the
conversion rate of home
pages. Similarly, a shopper
looking for a particular ring
expects to see the page
with the item appear
immediately when they
click on your link.

WWW.INSTOREMAG.COM

Poor order

fulfillment is
another lurking nemesis
for your online ambitions.
Word travels fast on the
Internet, and just one or
two unhappy customers
can do irreparable damage
to your reputation. Before
you launch your site, make
sure you are prepared to
fill the orders your
customers place, and do
your best to deliver your

product in a timely fashion.

A heart-shaped pendant
delivered on Feb. 15
doesn't really have the
same impact.

There are a bunch

of things you can
do to optimize the chance
of someone finding your
site — the most common
involve placing keywords
or keyword phrases
throughout your pages to
attract search engine
traffic. Phrases are better
because they allow you to
be more specific. Think
what your customers
would enter. "Asscher-cut
diamond ring” and “Rhode
Island” are obviously much
better than “diamond
ring," which will bring up
1.8 million weblinks on
Yahoo!

You can help the

search process
along by buying keyword
ads, or if you've got a
much bigger budget, paid
search. The price for
keyword ads is rising
quickly although you can
still get a campaign going
for a matter of a few
dollars a day, Google
claims. Start at

If you need outside

help with your
online marketing there is a
growing list of agencies that
cater specifically to small
business Among them are:

and
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