Internet selling alters retail landscape

By Mallory Cruise

Technological advancements in computers, tablets and smartphones have created an age of mobility, and with it an entirely new selling format — online shopping. And while the percentage of flooring sold online is still relatively low — including small lots, pallets, DIY and small-scale projects — online purchases have been growing as consumers shop for a specific price rather than a look or style, according to industry executives.
While most consumers use the Internet as a tool to comb through ideas, many executives also said it is still imperative that they visit a specialty retailer when it is time to make the purchase.

"The practice of 'show rooming' is becoming prevalent. This is where consumers will come in and find the product they want in a store, take down all of the information on that product or simply take a picture of the label and go back to purchase the product online. The primary reason for doing so is the ability to bypass the sales tax," said Scott Humphrey, CEO of WFCA. 

He said that Internet sales, while marginal now, continue to grow. “We fully support the use of the Internet to help educate, inform and direct consumers to the best retailer to meet their needs. We have strong concerns about those who sell solely on the Internet with no brick and mortar showroom to provide expertise and face to face guidance for selecting the correct flooring product for their given application,” he said.

In fact, companies like Mohawk work closely with dealers to create a strong online experience. “We work together with the retailer to have consistent messaging, consistent product so the customer feels they can look online, get the info they need and, when they’re ready move to the purchase phase, go to the store feeling as if it’s been a connected experience,” said Kent Clauson, vice president of brand and digital at Mohawk. 
Shaw also helps dealers with connecting consumers from the online presence to the physical store. "We are helping consumers bridge the gap between a retailer’s online presence and actual store experience through ‘Ratings and Reviews’ offered to Shaw Web Studio accounts. These reviews offer consumers the opportunity to speak transparently about the retailer in both areas so that other consumers know what to expect. This process can improve both experiences online and in store where consumers will get the best flooring experience and expertise," explained Trey Thames, vice president of marketing services and product development, Shaw.
He added that it would be unwise to ignore the Internet as a resource to guide consumers in selecting the types of products they may like. 
The Internet also poses an advantage, explained Mark Casper, western regional manager, Hallmark Hardwoods, as it can potentially allow retailers to “widen their base of customers.”
Brick and mortars can win with service
While it’s true that Internet-only sellers often have an unfair advantages of selling low-end, cheaply priced product under the guise of a high-end brand and having less overhead costs, suppliers said that, at the end of the day, brick and mortar offers many things that Internet sellers can’t or won’t — education and service.
“The knowledge and service offered by an Internet retailer pales in comparison to that of the brick and mortars. Specialty retailers follow up — Internet retailers won’t tend to the needs of the customer after the purchase,” explained Scott Petersen, director of operations, DuChateau, adding that, “not looking at someone in the face and shaking hands is frightening with a purchase of that size.” 
Tony Mergreh, vice president of marketing and customer relations at Urban Floor, noted, “The brick and mortar stores can offer a valuable product support services to the customers where the Internet sellers fail to do so,” he said, adding that by not having as much operating expenses like rent, insurance, employees, Internet sellers drive down business by selling with smaller profit margins. 

According to Thames at Shaw, it is also difficult to communicate the variety of textures and colors that manufacturers offer through an image or the Internet alone.

"Consumers need the individual expertise of a retail sales associates and independent dealers to help consumers understand the breadth and depth of flooring categories. However, it is also true that around 90 percent of consumers now shop online before entering the store. So, it is also necessary to consider virtual storefronts as a vital part of the shopping process as well," he said. 
And, added Casper at Hallmark, the sale, in particular the hardwood sale in Hallmark’s case, can be fraught with obstacles if left unexplained. 
“This leaves the customer with lower expectations of what their flooring experience should be like. If the retailer is vested in the end user, then the process takes on a trust element not experienced with Internet sales — and the manufacturer wins,” he said.

Facing e-selling challenges
Some companies have taken on Internet-only sellers head-on by dedicating man-power and hours to keeping their products from being sold on the web. One such company is DuChateau.

"We prohibit all Internet sales of our brand. We do have personnel who are in charge of monitoring. Our pricing is not available online and it’s a daily occurrence getting complaints from retailers that someone is selling our product below market value and it requires us to send out cease and desist letters, unauthorized retailer notifications and those types of thing," explained Petersen. 
Some companies, including Urban Floor and DuChateau, even go as far as to not warrantying products of theirs sold over the Internet by an unauthorized retailer.  

“We have a very strict policy about Internet sales. We do not authorize any Internet store to carry or sell our products. Our main goal is to be a profitable brand to our retail partners,” explained Mergreh.  

Another challenge faced by brick-and-mortar stores is the unfair advantage Internet only sellers have and tout — “No Sales Tax” — according Humphrey of WFCA. But the association is working diligently to push through passage of the Marketplace Fairness Act (MFA).

"These brick and mortar stores are the life blood of America. We have lost by most estimates 25 percent of the independent flooring retailers over the last 7 years. Unfair competition runs the risk of driving even more retailers out of the industry," he said.
In fact, the MFA has passed the senate. "We feel there are several good opportunities to see progress on and passage of the MFA this year," said Humphrey.

Still, some said that, done right, Internet sellers and specialty retailers can co-exist profitably. “With full transparency of what the store has to offer on its website, the better educated their consumer will be. Once the consumer enters the store, the relationship between dealers, retail sales associates and the consumer will quickly help guide the consumer to her best choice in flooring,” said Shaw’s Thames. 

