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By Jesse Carleton, jcarleton@nrha.org

The Big Day
Is on Its Way

Your Special Events Survival Guide

boost in sales, a crowd in the store, lots

of goodwill toward your business—there

are many reasons why you might host a

special event. These events offer a great
way to bring the community together with your
business front and center.

But they’re also a lot of work. A successful event,
regardless of the size, requires careful planning and
attention to detail. A half-hearted attempt that results
in chaos on the big day may do more to embarrass
your business than advance it. So how can you make
sure you're ready? The details will vary according to
your specific plan, but if you want to survive your first
or 50th event, you should follow a few guidelines.
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To find out more, the editors of Hardware Retailing
spoke to three retailers who have proven records of
hosting outstanding events. You can find out more
about these retailers on the following pages.

Also check out some other resources on this topic.

First, see what NRHA’s event manager Katie McHone-Jones
says about organizing NRHA’s All-Industry Conference at
TheRedT.com/event-planning. For a timeline to help you
prepare, visit TheRedT.com/event-checklist. Then,

don’t forget to prepare your staff for the big day. Go to
nrha.org/FreeTraining and click on “Operations” where you
will find two Trainer’s Toolbox lessons, “Getting Ready for
the Special Event” and “During and After a Special Event.”
These tools can get your employees ready to help.



Meet the Retailers

Dustin Wilkins
Rocking R Ace Hardware
Harrisonburg, Virginia

Dustin Wilkins is the assistant store manager at
Rocking R Ace Hardware in Harrisonburg, Virginia.
He holds a biannual power tool tent sale that
includes his major power tool vendors, a customer
appreciation dinner and crowds of mostly pro
customers. For the past three years, Wilkins

has also helped organize a ladies’ night around
Christmastime. The event has grown in popularity
and includes door prizes, how-to demonstrations
and food cooked fresh on the grill. He also gets
participation from other local businesses.

Jason and Danica Huddleston
Woydziak Do it Best Hardware
Lyons, Kansas

The signature event at Woydziak Do it Best
Hardware in Lyons, Kansas, is a children’s safety
day. Owners Jason and Danica Huddleston,

who have four children, hold the Safety Day at
city hall across the street from the store. With
the assistance of local law enforcement, children
create free IDs and discuss important topics such
as not talking to strangers and bullying. A couple of
years ago, the Huddlestons also agreed to pay for
and organize the town's annual Christmas parade
when the city could no longer fund it.

Mike Unterreiner
Hartman Hardware
Shawnee, Kansas

Nearly 13 years ago, Mike Unterreiner, owner of
Hartman Hardware in Shawnee, Kansas, wanted

to create a way for members of the community to
show off their classic cars. He put his organizing
skills to work, and today, the Wheels & Dreams Car,
Truck and Bike show draws more than 350 cars and
3,000 car enthusiasts. Unterreiner gets a permit
from the city to shut down the street in front of

his store and gets sponsors from nearly all the
downtown businesses. It has become a big boost
to local commerce.
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Set Your Goals

Every event should have a purpose and you
should be able to clearly define it.

Share Your Passion

Whatever your goal, choose something that
will get you and your staff excited. The Christmas
parade is only one of the many events the
Huddlestons coordinate. One of the largest is a
safety day, which is designed to promote child
safety in the community. In fact, nearly every
event they organize is in some way centered
around children.

“The biggest key in having a successful event is
finding what you are passionate about,” Jason says.

As parents of four children, the Huddlestons
understand the importance of offering family-
oriented activities, but they also have a larger
picture in mind.

“We realize that we’re a community with a lot of
older people in it. If children grow up and feel that
their hometown has nothing to offer them, they are
likely to move away. We want to start establishing
good memories in those children now so they feel
a connection with the town when they get older.”

Know Your Audience and Your Message

Try summarizing the goal for your event in a
sentence or two. Is it clear enough that everyone
on staff can easily understand what you are
trying to do? You’ll also want to make sure your
event makes sense with your customer base. For
example, you might want to simply say thank
you to your customers for their business, you
might want to promote a particular department
in your store and drive sales, or you might
be helping a local nonprofit raise money.
With a clear goal in place, you can make sure
everything you do for the event works toward it.

Start Small and Know Your Limits

If anyone knows how complicated a large event
can be, it’s Unterreiner. For the past 13 years, he
has been on the planning committee for his town’s
annual car show. He begins several months before
the event taking care of getting sponsors, scheduling
entertainment and ordering trophies for the winners.
But it didn’t start that large. As one of the founders
of the event, Unterreiner needed some time to learn
the demands of handling a large crowd.

“Don’t try to go too big at one time, but grow
gradually,” he says. “Otherwise, it might end up
costing you more money.”

If you're tackling your first event, start with
something simple. You will learn from your
mistakes and successes and build from there.

One easy way to go too big too fast, for example,
is with sale items. By offering merchandise at a
discount, you can draw a crowd, but overspending
is counterproductive.

“Don’t try to give away so much merchandise so
that you’re not making any money,” Unterreiner
says. “Don’t run yourself out of business while
trying to promote your business.”

The tool show at Rocking R Ace Hardware includes a
local radio personality to add excitement to the event.

Money-Saving Tip

Connect with a cause. If part of the goal of your
event is to help a nonprofit, you could actually
share the costs of your event while helping a
worthy cause. The local charity you choose to
support can help advertise your event through its
own channels. Give other businesses a chance
to get in on the action with sponsorships, too.
Sponsorships can increase the amount of money
you are able to donate, help pay for your expenses
and increase your visibility. More than likely,
others will be eager to help.

March 2018 | HARDWARE RETAILING

77



78

Sweat the Details

Once you’ve established your goal,
organization is your biggest asset.

Start Early

Depending on the scope of your event, you
might start planning four to six months in
advance. When planning their children’s safety
day, the Huddlestons start by choosing a date.

“We have the event at city hall, so we choose a
date that will be OK with them,” Danica says.
“We also don’t want to conflict with other events in
the community, such as high school graduation.”

While you can’t work around everything going
on around town, it’s best to avoid big events that
could divert your audience. Even if you don’t
think another event in town will conflict with
yours, it may be big enough to cause road closures
(for example, a 5K race that runs through town).
Even if your customers don’t go to the race, it
could still make it more difficult for them to come
to your store.

Schedule Outside Vendors

Once the date is established, you can
schedule services you need from businesses
outside the store, such as entertainers, caterers
or your vendors. You’ll also need to consider
permits or licenses. For Danica, that means
purchasing special event insurance (which
she needs since she is conducting the event
off-site) and contacting a local radio station
so they can be present for a live broadcast.
Call local authorities for any permits or
inspections you may need. For example, if your
event involves shutting down a city street or
serving alcohol, as does Unterreiner’s car show,
you will need to get the appropriate permits
from city departments.

When appropriate, ask store vendors to
attend. They are likely to jump at the chance
to show their new products, and they may
provide giveaways. Having brand-name vendors
your customers recognize at your event also
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lends credibility to your business as the home
improvement experts in the area. Having a
vendor in attendance is also a great way to
introduce a new product.

Get Employees to Help

Don’t try to tackle the entire event on your
own. Consider delegating responsibilities to
other employees according to their strengths.
Wilkins has taken on much of the responsibility of
organizing the store’s annual tool sale for several
years, and now he’s finding others to help.

“I know what needs to be done in each phase
of the process, so I can match it with the talents
of the people on my team,” he says.

Put a talented organizer on your team. The
planning phase will involve making a to-do list,
so you want someone who is thorough and will
follow through until every task is finished. If you
keep good notes, doing it the next time will be .
easier. When you get employees involved, : - - -
they will also take ownership of the event. : ; % o,
When that happens, they are more likely to be N // /
excited about it and pass that excitement on to k

Woydziak Do it Best Hardware's safety day, held at City Hall across the street
your customers. from the store, introduces children to local emergency responders.
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Talk It Up

If you’re going to throw a party, make sure
you let everyone know. Having a well-rounded
marketing plan is essential if you want to draw
a crowd.

Talk About It in the Store

In the weeks leading up to the big day, the
store should look as if something is about to
happen. Hang posters or banners advertising the
event. Create bag stuffers cashiers can hand out
at checkout. Most importantly, get employees to
talk it up.

Personal invitations will be the most effective
way to get people to put your event on their
calendars. And customers are more likely to be
excited about the event if employees are. But
the best way to get employee buy-in is to keep
them well informed about the details so they can
answer customers’ questions.

Talk About It on Social Media
Use every type of marketing available to

The ladies’ night event at Rocking R Ace Hardware
includes local vendors who offer samples of their food.

you, including radio spots and targeted email
marketing. But next to personal invitations, social

media could be one of your most powerful assets.

“Facebook has become a very important
marketing tool for us, and it’s the way we are

reaching a lot of our customers now,” Wilkins

says. “We’ve also used it to find customers
outside of our immediate market.”
Facebook also presents unique opportunities

during the event. Wilkins had an employee shoot

a Facebook Live video at Rocking R Ace’s last

ladies’ night. That video and the photos he posts

Money-Saving Tip

If your event is supporting a local nonprofit or
community cause, the local media might consider
it newsworthy. Prepare a press release talking
about your event, then send it out to local
newspapers and radio stations. Emphasize the
value your event has for the community,

not just your store. If they deem it newsworthy,
they may publish it, which is a bit of free
advertising for you. If you need help putting a
press release together, download a template at
TheRedT.com/press-release.
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during the event help generate interest among
people who didn’t attend and may be interested
next time. The social media content also gives
him material he can use to promote the event in
the future.

Talk to Other Businesses

More than likely, other local businesses
would be interested in being a part of a special
event, so consider creating some partnerships.
Look for ways other businesses can participate.
At the ladies’ night at Rocking R Ace Hardware,
Wilkins invites other local businesses to share
their products and get involved in other ways.

“We ask local eateries to donate food,” he says.
“They set up a table to give out samples of their
food and in return get exposure for their business.”

Last year, a local coffee shop brought in
coffee, a bagel shop donated desserts and a
food truck made grilled cheese sandwiches.
When other businesses participate, they will
likely promote the event ahead of time to their
customers, which is not only free publicity for
you, but gives your business exposure to a new
set of customers. In addition, partnering with
other small businesses in your area strengthens
your buy-local message.



Evaluate

When the event is over, your work isn’t done.
If you want to plan effectively for the next event,
learn from your mistakes and successes.

Get Input Early and From Everyone

Don’t wait until next year to reflect on your
event’s success. Do it right away.

A day or two after your event, while it’s still
fresh in your mind, gather your employees and
talk about it. Save those notes for the next time
you host the event. And listen to everyone,
including staff, business owners who partnered
and customers, during the event or later when
you see them in the store.

“We get a lot of feedback from our customers
every time we have an event, and we listen to
their advice,” Unterreiner says. “You need to
have the same attitude of customer service when
running an event as you do any other day. If you
do well and please the customer, they will come
back and talk positively about you to others.”

Look for Problem Points and Adjust

The most beneficial part of evaluation
is finding problem points and fixing them,
especially if your event is new or you’ve not
had much experience running one.

Think through every detail and ask questions
such as: Were we able to get customers through
the registers quickly? Was there enough parking?
Did we have enough food and giveaways? Look for
solutions and don’t be discouraged if it takes a few
times to get it right.

“During our first ladies’ night, we had a huge
turnout, but our store layout put us in a bind,”
Wilkins says. “There were long lines and people
had difficulty getting to the food. The next year
we changed a few things, and then finally, by the
third year, it was smoother.”

If customer interest is low and the difficulties
outweigh the successes, don’t be afraid to stop
hosting a particular event. Know when it’s time
to move on and try something else.

Don’t Focus Only on Sales

Especially for events that revolve around
sales, it may be easy to emphasize dollars rung
up at the register. However, that isn’t the only
true measure of success.

It’s difficult to measure the residual effects
of having a large group of people excited
about being at your business. There may be

increased awareness about a particular product
or department or increased customer loyalty
because of the good time people had. Look for
new faces in the crowd and work on building
relationships. The goodwill generated will stick
with your customers long into the future.

Change It Up

Your event may have gone well, but that
doesn’t mean you should do it exactly the same
way next time. Getting stuck in a pattern could
mean it loses its energy. The Huddlestons’ safety
day has been very successful and continues to
grow. Still, Jason looks for ways each year to try
something new.

“Don’t just continue to do the same thing over
and over,” he says. “Each year, it needs to be fresh.
We are constantly talking to staff and customers,
getting feedback on what we could do better,
or just something we can do differently.” =i

At Rocking R Ace, Wilkins found he needed to make a few alterations to the
store layout to help managing the large crowd at ladies’ night.
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