BREAKING NEWS

Virtual Showrooms
Look to Lure Buyers

By JOCELYN ANDERSON

NEW YORK — A crop of new Websites
are betting that buyers want more-con-
venient, low-cost ways to do business.

Retailcommon.com and StylePower-
house.com offer virtual showrooms,
where buyers can scout out product, as
well as build connections. Both are hop-
ing the popularity of social networking
sites can lure buyers with the promise
of Facebook-like networks. Vendors, too,
are getting in on the action with more
wholesale sites for viewing lines and
even placing orders.

“We aren’t trying to replace Facebook;
we are integrating with Facebook,”
said Tom Cassidy, founder and CEO of
Retailcommon.com, which launched in
Canada in July and the U.S. last month.
“It's a tool to enhance the existing in-
dustry on all tiers — everywhere from
the brand, through the distribution
chain to the end consumer.”

Cassidy, a former retailer from Lon-
don, Ontario, conceived the site to give
buyers an online way to source, place
orders and book meetings. When a re-
tailer registers for the site, they will list
the brands they carry. “Then, on behalf
of that retailer, we go to those brands
and tell them they can open an online
showroom [for a fee], so the retailer can
view images and wholesale pricing and
streamline their buys,” said Cassidy.

The site already has signed brands
such as New Balance Canada and PF
Flyers Canada, and more than 100 re-
tailers have joined.

Next spring, Cassidy said he hopes to
launch an e-commerce platform that
would connect consumers to retailers.

StylePowerhouse.com, launched ear-
lier this year, is also continuing to roll
out improvements, such as the ability to
upload video and audio.

“The idea and vision for the Website is
to have a portal to connect buyers, de-
signers, media, fashion students and
everybody in the fashion industry,’
said Rida Kahn, founder and president

of StylePowerhouse.com. “The fashion
industry is very good, but it's not as
technologically advanced as some other
industries. We need something like this
now more than ever.”

Kahn, who has been a private-label
buyer, owned a showroom and worked at
trade shows, said the economy spurred
the idea, as more people are looking for
alternatives to expensive trade shows.
But she also aims to help new designers
— especially those in footwear.

“It would be a great way to show shoes
because they are always one thing that
people do not have a problem buying
online,” Kahn said. “And if you are a new
designer, it’s so hard to connect or find a
showroom.”

Currently, registration on the site is
free. In the future, though, Kahn said it
would switch to subscription for a nomi-
nal fee. She also plans to unveila system
similar to Pay Pal, through which buyers
could do their purchasing. Such an addi-
tion is at least a year away, Kahn said,
but it could minimize fraud and ensure
secure transactions.

Vendors such as Harbor Footwear
Group have also recently launched
showroom-like sites for wholesaling.
Barry Specht, director of marketing for
Harbor, said the site works for both his
company and retailers.

“We've found there are actually fewer
mistakes when retailers do their own
orders,” he said. “And you'd be surprised
how many people are placing their or-
ders in the middle of the night.”

As for whether showing and buying on-
line could really catch on, retailers said
they are open to the idea.

Diane Adams, owner of Spicy Boutique
in Plymouth, Mass., and Littleton, N.H.,
said that as a result of the economy, she
is interested in alternative ways to look
at shoe lines. However, she added, guar-
antees on the product would be vital. |
buy online from vendors | use all the time
because | know the quality,” said Adams.
“Somebody | didn't know, I'd probably
want to see their products first.”

ELLIN

Last week’s hot product at retail.

Wee Soles, Los Angeles

1. Keen Newport (above)

2. Tsukihoshi Mirage

3. Hush Puppies Seedling

On sale: Store at full price.

“I do two sales a year, one in February
and one in July or August,” said co-
owner Darci Rosenberg. “The [recent]
sale didn’t go as well as it should have.
I sold out of most of the toddler to
kindergarten sizes, but | still have the
larger sizes left over.”

Toe Jamz, Louisville, Ky.
1. Nina Candybar
2. New Balance 993
(at left)
3. Tsukihoshi
Mirage
0On sale: Summer
shoe styles are on
sale, but the rest
of the store is at
full price.
“We just had a
big sidewalk
sale, and it was
the biggest day
we’ve ever had,”
said Dana Parker, storeowner. “Our Nina
shoes have been our best sellers for
the past few years ... so we’re really
pushing those for now.”

Laurie’s Shoes, st. Louis
1. Stride Rite Cruiser
2. Nike Shox

3. Teva Kids Keagan K

On sale: Store at full price.

“Our Stride Rite shoes and Nike Shox
always do great, regardless of price,”
said Midwest buyer JoAnn Winter.

ShOOﬂg, New York

1. Geox sport shoes

2. Naturino lace-up sneaker boot

3. Morgan & Milo suede sneaker boot
On sale: Store does not offer any spe-
cial discounts for back-to-school.

‘I do have an area that always carries
buckets of shoes at reduced prices,”
said owner Roz Viemeister.

Shoebox Kids, Roseville, Calif.
1. Tsukihoshi

2. Lelli Kelly

(atright]

3. Nina

On sale:

“We

always

runa

buy-one-get-

one half-off [for

back-to-school],”

said owner John Dykes.

“We did it an extra week this year, and
it was successful.”

Hawley Lane Shoes,
Stamford, Conn.

1. Merrell Jungle Moc, in all colors

2. Skechers

3. New Balance

On sale: “We have special sale racks
that we have closeouts on,” said corpo-
rate manager Ginnie Tesoro. “We [also]
had a really big sale for tax-free week a
couple of weeks ago.”
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