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In the Black: The Most Profitable Time of the Year
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The day is drawing near: the day that has become notoriously known as “Black Friday”, the day that has become synonymous with long lines at check out counters, slashed prices, screaming children, and anxiety stricken parents. Black Friday is the retail businesses’ dream come true, the beginning of a season where retailers can climb out of “the red” to being “in the black,” or moving from operating at a loss to operating with a profit. 
Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving and the commencement of the holiday shopping season, is the annual showdown of retail businesses aiming to boost sales, increase inventory turnover, and strengthen consumer confidence. Some believe that only “well-known” retail stores can reap significant benefits of the holiday season through expensive advertising and the slashing of prices. On the contrary, holiday shopping can strengthen any retail business, large or small. It’s the methods used to do so that differentiate the two. 
During the holiday season, large quantities of goods are produced and advertising done by retail businesses increases significantly. This easily gives the small business owner the false impression that it is nearly impossible for their business to compete with retailers who have more capital and resources at their disposal. But there are two major advantages small business have over their counterparts: small businesses usually specialize in an industry producing unique, custom-made, and sometimes rare products while large retailers are forced to buy and sell homogeneous products in bulk to reduce costs and appeal to the widest number of customers possible; also, small businesses know their customers well and likewise know how to treat them. 
But even after recognizing this, advertising still plays an important role in attracting customers. So the question then becomes: how can a small business advertise their products in time for the holiday season without spending a lot of money?
Television commercials are an excellent way to circulate the name of your business and by shopping locally, may be within your advertising budget. But television commercials may not be the most efficient approach for your business. Never underestimate the power of radio commercials, fliers, newspaper ads, and the most important of all marketing methods – “word of mouth”. 
“Word of mouth” advertising may not affect your profits initially, but over time it can pay lucrative dividends to your business. Consider it this way: during the holiday season large retailers have little time to devote to customer service, something the small business excels at. With this in mind, if during the holiday season you attract only 100 new customers who heard about your business, but treat all these presumably one-time shoppers with the same care and concern as your regular patrons, you could potentially convert these 100 one-time customers into loyal patrons. This, in the long run, will increase your profits and help expand your business. 
So while large retailers use their expansive inventory and slashed prices as ploys to bring in customers only temporarily, your customer service skills coupled with unique, high quality products, not only attracts customers but also retains them. As a small business, the holiday season is an ideal time to show consumers who you are and why you’re the best at what you do. While doing so, you can help restore the confidence in consumers that even during the busiest time of the year, their shopping experience has not been completely compromised for profits – the greatest gift of all.
For free business assistance with any aspect of starting or operating a business, contact the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center, with offices in Harrisonburg (540-568-3227) and Weyers Cave (540-234-9261 x 2246), or visit our website at www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter. 
