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Summary
With high probability, Tomasini’s Rex Ace Hardware can benefit from using the Social Web, the evolving group of electronic network technologies that have emerged in recent years. The benefits will arise principally from improving communication with customers. Increased sales will result. We present here one way Tomasini’s can deploy a presence on the Social Web, rationale, measurements of its effectiveness and mock-up examples.
Tomasini’s strengths include friendly, helpful, knowledgeable customer service, competitive geography, attachment to local community, association with the Ace organization, and an attractive store. Weaknesses include attachment to (rather than independence from) the local community’s financial fortunes. Threats include possible future big-box competitors. Opportunities include enhanced communication with the local community via the Social Web.
The Social Web, also known as Social Media, Social Networking, Web 2.0 and other names, are a use of the Internet which opens a form of communication not available ten years ago (Shuen, 2008). Tomasini’s can use this form of communication to understand customers better, and to understand better what customers seek. The customers can use the Social Web to send messages to Tomasini’s from their homes. They can inquire about the availability of products or ask how to solve a household repair problem, from their homes, after business hours. They can use Tomasini’s to enhance their sense of community by sharing information with each other. Tomasini’s can use the Social Web to organize classes in painting, light carpentry, bicycle repair, gardening and other topics of interest this community. These communications can result in more frequent visits by customers to the store, with corresponding growth in sales volume.
Background
Customer Profile
Most of Tomasini’s customers are from homes and small businesses within about one or two miles of the store. Customers typically seek parts, tools and advice for maintenance of their homes, buildings and gardens. Customers want pleasant and safe home for themselves and their families. They want safe and comfortable workplaces. They visit Tomasini’s to get what they need to improve the kitchen lighting, install drip irrigation, raise tasty tomatoes, tighten a bicycle seat, repair a fence, refinish a worn tabletop, paint a room, have a big backyard barbeque or carry out any of dozens of other activities.
Competitive Profile
Hardware stores compete within a few miles of their geographic location. The geographically nearest competitor is Orchard Supply Hardware, about four miles away, competing in essentially all inventory product lines. There are several partial competitors within a few miles. These include sellers of building materials, housewares sections of grocery stores, toy stores, sporting goods stores, auto parts stores and some others.
Company Profile
Tomasini’s Rex Ace Hardware & Country Store, owned by Mr. Jeffrey Tomasini, was established in Petaluma, CA in 1907. The store and adjacent storage buildings occupy about 11,000 square feet at the corner of B and 4th Streets in Petaluma. The buildings were reconstructed and improved after a fire in 2006. The store carries tools, small parts and fittings, materials, gardening and cleaning supplies, housewares, some toys and gifts, and a variety of other items. A staff of 15 includes 10 part-time workers.
Tomasini’s takes pride in its clean, well-lit store. Mr. Tomasini believes important competitive strength rests in the sincere, competent and friendly service provided by the staff.
Tomasini’s is part of the Ace Hardware Corporation retailer-owned cooperative franchise network. Ace provides many inventory items, training, management support and marketing programs (Ace Hardware Corporation, 2010).
Pricing and Revenues
While Tomasini’s runs occasional price promotions, they follow a general strategy of keeping prices stable, moderate and consistent over time so that customers know to expect a fair deal each time they walk in the door. 
The local economy has suffered from the economic recession. While Tomasini’s revenues are affected, owner Jeff Tomasini continues to serve customers and plans to do so indefinitely.
Ace Hardware Corporation revenues are roughly $3.5 billion annually (Ace Hardware Corporation, 2010).
Summary of Reviews
Every store with significant numbers of customers, Tomasini’s being no exception, will encounter a few people who report bad experiences. Offsetting this, however, Tomasini’s has a relatively large number of reviewers who make comments like “I love this store” and “Best hardware store in Sonoma County”.
Examining the online reviews on August 8, 2010, we find:
Google - 4 stars
Yelp - 4 stars
Superpages - 5 stars
Yahoo - 5 stars
The Social Web
The number of Facebook users reached 500 million in June 2010, doubling since June 2009. More than half of American Internet users between 18 and 45, and 30 percent of boomers under 65, use a social networking site such as Facebook, MySpace, Twitter or blogs. They spend an average of 6 hours per month on these sites, up from about 4 hours a year earlier, and 85% of that time is on Facebook. They spend an additional 4 hours per month on online games, and 3 hours watching online videos. (San Jose Mercury News, 2010).
The Pew Research Center reported in February 2010 on generational differences. 75% of Millenials (ages 18-28), 50% of GenXers (ages 29 to 44), 30% of Boomers (ages 45 to 63) and 6% of Silents (ages 64+) have established a Facebook profile. In roughly the same proportions, the generations use portable devices and phones to connect frequently to the Internet. Two-thirds of all social networking users visit their sites “every few days” or more frequently. 
Social networking sites enable people to find others with common interests. They share news, messages, pictures, video, audio, ideas, activities and friends online. Conveniently, they need not be present online simultaneously to exchange communications. Their cost in time and money is very low, compared with paper. (Shuen, 2008). 
Despite the abundant hype surrounding the Social Web, we can’t know whether future generations will consider it a transformative invention. We can’t know if they will consider it comparable to the telephone, the airplane, the automobile or the Internet. However, the Social Web does have wides acceptance. It offers new opportunities for businesses to communicate with existing and prospective customers. According to a Gartner report of research conducted in late 2009, a majority of consumers use social networks to guide purchasing decisions (MSNBC, 2010).
Using the Social Web, Tomasini’s can create an online center of interest and attract a group. Tomasini’s can use this center to better understand the desires of the group members and to address those desires with information, activities, tools and materials. The Social Web can magnify some communications. For example, suppose a customer comes into the store and asks if there’s a less expensive way of closing a drip irrigation line, because the manufactured crimps cost too much. The sympathetic store staffer can advise the customer to use electrical tape instead. In this case, one customer hears the message, feels good about the helpfulness of the staff, and will look forward to visiting the store in the future. If the customer asks the question on the blog, dozens of customers read the staffer’s response. Dozens of customers look forward to visiting the store. Increased sales will follow. 

Proposal
Use Twitter and Facebook to drive traffic to a blog. Make the blog the center of activity, with articles and conversations. Echo postings to the Facebook page and Twitter. Use email for administration of these sites. After gaining some experience with the Social Web, consider revision of strategy or expansion. 
The Blog
The blog will be the center of the online social presence. Make it fun! Make the blog the online equivalent of a walking into the store combined with a continuous party. Have pages for how-to articles and announcements of events and promotions, a conversational page, an ask-Jeff page, a photos page or link, a WonderBear Team page, etc.
Facebook
Facebook will be the online equivalent of an employee standing on the sidewalk and greeting people as they pass. Use short conversations, provide quick answers with a cheerful helpfulness, link to the blog, invite visits to the store and the blog.
Twitter
Use Twitter for 140-character announcements with links to the blog.
Email
An email address is the fundamental identity token on the web. Use the email address to establish the blog and the Facebook and Twitter profiles. Optionally, receive messages on all manner of topics from customers who prefer to use email.
Google Analytics
Use Google Analytics to measure how many users visit the blog, what pages they look at, and how long they linger.
Possible expansions or revisions
With experience, Tomasini’s may want to expand the online presence, to send out invitations to events with RSVP via eVite.com, to collect photos of staff and/or customers on Flickr.com, to accept funds online via Paypal.com, or other possibilities. 
Benefits
5%, or more, increase in revenues after 6 months.
Staffing
Select a pair of staff members who are interested and who will spend about 15 staff-minutes daily checking for and responding to messages, plus an additional staff-hour each week writing and posting a short article for the blog. This will require two staff-hours per week.
The setup will also require some time. Assign the same staffers that will work it daily. Estimate: 40 staff-hours = one hour for email and Twitter, four hours for Facebook, and 35 hours for the blog. Allow three or four weeks elapsed time for setup, though it may be ready for use rather earlier than that.
Costs
Summary conservative estimate of first year costs: $7,450. $250/year cash cost for hosting, $2,000 for one-time setup cost of staff diverted from other tasks, $5,200/year for cost of staff diverted from other tasks, assuming existing computer and broadband Internet connection are available.
Using Wordpress software, Tomasini’s can set up and maintain a hosting facility for the blog for less than $250 per year.
A Facebook company profile will cost nothing.
A Twitter company profile will cost nothing.
Email accounts will cost nothing.
Google Analytics will cost nothing.
Estimated staff costs for setup: less than $2000.
Estimated staff costs for ongoing management: less than $100 per week.
Estimated costs for broadband Internet connection: $35 per month. ($0 additional cost if an existing connection is available.)
Estimated cost of computer suitable for managing the blog and profiles: $500. ($0 additional cost if an existing computer is available for use.)
Measuring results
Measuring performance will be indispensible to understanding and improving the effectiveness of using the Social Web. The principal benefit envisioned is increased sales. The principal cost is staff time.  Measures provide valuable guidance for managerial judgment and decisions. 
Start with a baseline history of monthly sales for the last several years. Adjust for seasonal variations. Make a forecast. As use of the Social Web begins, continue measuring sales monthly. Compare the actual sales with the adjusted projection. Does the Social Web explain the differences?
Of course, many influences affect monthly sales. Expect that the sales numbers won’t tell the full story regarding Social Web performance.
Count the number of respondents to the announcement of a sales promotion or event on the Social Web. For example, around time change days, offer followers a free 9-volt battery for their smoke alarm, if they come into the store and say they saw it on the blog. In that case, count the number of batteries given away.
Examine usage activity with Google Analytics. Count
1. Number of page views
2. Number of visitors
3. Average duration of a visit
Other indicators include the number of comments left on the blog page and on the Facebook page, the number of friends or fans on Facebook and the number of Twitter followers. 
By considering these collateral measures as well as the sales statistics, Tomasini’s can get an understanding of the effectiveness of the Social Web presence.
Measuring the amount of time staff spend writing and administering the Social Web presence will measure the principal cost.
Mock-up
A rough mock-up is set up to suggest one way this proposal might be developed. The following profiles are private. Request access by email to Dan@DanielBrockman.com.
Blog: http://trahwonderbear.wordpress.com/
Facebook: TRAH WonderBear
Twitter: TRAHRex
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