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TO THE TOP ONLINE

{ HOW THE INTERNET ALLOWS BUSINESSES TO STAND OUT IN A CROWD. !'




late 1996 a young man emploved at ane
of Fred Belinsky's four California retail stores
sugaested that Belinksy venture onto the
wewfangled world wide web. Belinsky resisted
He was certain that people wanted 1o try.on his grod-
uct—hats—and look at their jaunty visagesin the mir-
rar before buying. But the kid persisted, and Belinsky
eventually agreed 1o create a single web page featuring
a Greek fisherman’s cap
Lo and behold, orders staried to come in, even
though custarmers had to print out the page, fill out a
form by kand and fax it back. Before yvou could say 8-
commerce™—in fact, the term prabably wasn't invented
yet—TheVillage Hat Shop (villagehatshopcom)
becarme one of the first three or four merchants selling
everything from afez to a fedora online
Today, 20 of Belinsky's 50 employees devote their day
to taking, processing and shipping online orders. But it's
a vastly different world than it was a decade ago. If you
type in "hats”in a search engine, many competiters to
Village Hat Shop will pop up, Including some that have
vastly deeper resaurces than Belinsky does
Another challenge: The web itsalf has evolved tre
mendously, In the late 1990s Google first changed the
way search engines retrieved infarmation. It kgnored
the efforts of programmaers (o game the systemn by
repeating hidden keywords (such as "hats”) over and
over 1o enhance where a site appeared in the rank-
ings. Instead |tgave top ranking 1o sites that other sites
linked to
Then Google revelutionized online advertising by
Iinking simple text ads 1o search terms and salling
sponsored links"on the results page to the highest bid
ders. Odds were good that any web
surfer searching for "Panama hat"was
a qualined lead 10 a merchant.

Better yer, vou didn’t have to pay
arything to Google unless that per
son clicked on vour ad, But today,
with so many markaters bidding for
the same keywords, cost-per-ciick ad
buys can become expensive unless
yiouU exploit your strangths as a pur
veyor of a miche or local product, or
yOu team up with an expert who can
do the keyword analysis and pur-

chasing for you,

{{JNE OF BELINKSY'S FOUR LOCATIONS }

Then, something called Web 2.0 came along
bringing with it bloggers, social networks”like MySpace
and Facebook, and photo and video-sharing sites such
as Flickr and YouTube. Thesa easy-to-use applications
gave a loud voice to anyone with an opinlon or camerna
and access to a computer. Even with heavy-spending
marketers such as McDonald’s and Cheviolet tapping
into the viral influence of user-generated content,

OOLSIrap startups can genarate buzrr about their
businesses too, simply by respansibly monitoring and
responding to blogs and the like,

With all these avenues for marketing, advertising and
generating buzz online, Internet quru Dave Tavlor (ask
davetaylorcom), education director of the BlogWorld
and New Media Bxpo in Las Viegas, thinks there now is a
huge opening for“smart little companies’ online

{ BRUCE ZALES, FOUNDER AND
DESIGNER OF JAXON HATS AND
JAXONHATS.COM, A DIVISION OF
THE VILLAGE HAT SHOP. }
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{ EMPLOYEES OF THE
VILLAGE HAT SHOP
FULFILL WEB ORDERS. }

Taylor maintains that the business
world is redefining itself, In the past,
companies boasted about the
nicest storefront, Those bragging
rights have been replaced by "who
has the most valuable presence
anling Taylor says,

That's what Belinsky managed to
do A beret is a beret, after all. But in
Belinsky's colorful online descriptions,
weekly ernalls, blog entries and even
feature stories, hats are both endear
ing and informative—and they set

his compary apart from other anline retailers
Once he determined that his customers weren't
averse 10 shopping on the Web, Belinsky developed an

intuitive feel forwhat a small business like his should
do to succeed online, And unlike the-Web itself, it hasn't
really evalved, Its Small Business Online 101,

"My advantage Is that as we've continued to grow,
we haven't changed our basic philosophy; Belinsky
says. | am religious about customer service, Real peaple
read every emall, real people respond 1o every email,
and real hat people are on the phone if you call”

There's more 1o it than that, of course, Unless you
differentiate vourself from your competitors, you won't
have any customers 1o cultivate. Oneway to do that s
by telling a more compeliing stary than everyone else

[ike Balinsky does

In a conversation with

Your Business, online marketing
consultant Larry Chase passed
along these tips for helping small
businesses succeed on the Web.
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"Mothing matters if yvou don't have good products
. - !
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priced right, but there are no tricks,” he says. “Try to find
a community of customers who appreciate your prod
uct, and talk to them via newsletters and bloas. Share

lats and lots of information, and talk about the histery
of what you sell”

If Belinsky's strategy has been rock solid fram the
start, his tactics have changed. Customers began to tell
him that as much as they appreciated the leamed
discourse in his email newsletter, they'd like a special
deal now and again too. Belinsky responded. Mow
every other newsletter includes a coupon code or free
shipping order

Of course it's not all feel-good promaotion that makes
the Web work for small businesses. Belinsky relies on
data gleaned from his website—including how many
visitars arrive at his site, how marny pages thay view,
how much time they spend on the site, how many dol-
lars they spend per visit and more—to make marketing

much more reliable E

{ SUSAN LEE, AN EMPLOYEE OF THE
VILLAGE HAT SHOP AND DESIGNER OF
THE LABEL SUR LA TETE, MODELS ONE
OF HER POPULAR DESIGNS. }

LISTEN & RESPOND

How a technology startup manages
small users with big voices.
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