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New York City is an experience in business 101.

Those that miss the boat (like the $7 New York frank I was ripped off for near Ground Zero – my ignorance!) will definitely have difficult times. 

So, while absorbing the vibes of this great city, I thought this would be a fantastic lead and model into pure Business 101. Using the everyday people of NYC in understanding what makes business really work.

In a New York minute..or 5 days is broken into, what else, 5 days. (Think of them as chapters in a text). In 5 days the MiLearn Team (all incognito) covered; Marketing (distribution channels-‘place’, price, promotion, product), Customer Service, Cash Flow, Managing People, and what may be the most important traits, Perseverance and Passion.

Day 1: Marketing

….Canal Street- Chinatown district. ….Mission- scope out the very best quality of imitation (designer brand) handbags.

….MiLearn Team Members: 11

In this quick paced, loud, free market environment, your head spins. The dizzying array of product- shipped from Asia- is astounding. Handbags, scarves, watches, jewelry of every shape and size are laid out in street kiosks, dingy walk up flats, carts, trolleys, the back of windowless vans, and in the pockets of the guys walking the streets trying to keep one step ahead of the police. (BTW: New York’s finest are truly the finest!)

Marketing to thousands requires inventory to arrive in (preferably) this market environment-a just-in-time manner. Turnover of product is a necessity- efficient movement of goods essential in order to keep up with the ongoing shipments. One must remember that the chain of events from manufacturing the (handbags) to shipment, and distribution to the kiosks and (vans), requires numerous people- at each stage taking a cut. Money is being made therefore the turnover on the street must be quick. Also note that stockpiling inventory is virtually impossible given the nature of these operations.

Distribution, clear, fast at costs favorable to the street vendor in order to leave enough ‘haggle’ room to still turn a profit allows for a strong chain where all parties in the chain are able to make some money.

In one of the events with the team, we split into two groups, with one group of five working the streets to see just how efficient this distribution system is. 

Upon finding a vendor and being shown the product, we agreed-purposely- to purchase a few with slightly different colour markings. Within minutes the vendor arrived back to our location with the required product- save one, which one of our team members did not approve. Again, distribution working in an efficient manner- on the streets- the vendor was back within minutes- with the proper product. 

Quick, effective, movement of product.

In this distribution channel, it is most likely a chain as indicated below:
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Where the manufacturer is in Asia; the agent is the person responsible for securing the clear channel to export (hidden as these products on Canal Street are illegally shipped); the wholesaler is storing the product once arrival; the retailer is the street vendor required for quick movement of goods in order to repeat the cycle.

It is an efficient line albeit illegal. However Day 1 was to illustrate this cycle of distribution, and the creativity required in order to sell products. Profit at each intersection in the channel- money being king.

Result: The MiLearn Team scoped a successful day of the effectiveness of international distribution on Canal Street NYC. (with the odd pit stop to strategically located offices in Burger King and McDonalds()

Pricing:

….Canal Street- Chinatown district. ….Mission- scope out the very best quality of imitation (designer brand) watches.

….MiLearn Team Members: 5 (aka: GE Team)…

As we broke into strategic groups and split the team- GE Team moved to the north end of Canal to research the fake watch business. Elbow to elbow we moved along the street waiting for the ‘pick’ (i.e. which vendor will spot the best sucker – “client”- to work with).

Within moments we were approached by an enterprising young individual- obviously well versed in the jewelry business by virtue of the bling hanging from his neck, ears, and around both wrists.

For sale? Rolex watches- or more specific ‘Bolex” (sic).

Perfect merchandise for the team in researching the effect of pricing in the marketing chain. In the open market of New York’s Chinatown district, visitors know one thing when it comes to shopping for merchandise. Haggle. Haggle until you drop- until sweat runs down your neck, drips down your back- then get away. And an hour or so after you think you got the greatest deal possible- you hear of someone who did a bit better and you feel ripped! Isn’t stress beautiful?

Back to pricing, New York style.

In business keeping your eye on the market-, and your competitors is an everyday necessity. Know what those around you are charging for similar goods- know their quality versus your own, and without a doubt, understand your low point- your bottom line. Obvious. And not so.

Too often in small business, the owners get caught in the cash flow crunch. Too much cash flowing out- and either for a weakness in marketing (weak promotion, pricing is off etc), or very often receivables, which are as aged as cheddar cheese, too little flowing into the business.

Canal street basics. Again I look at the notion of movement of goods. The street vendor knows what his bottom price range is. He has ‘associates’ who act primarily as store security, and real estate agents, (go to Canal Street to figure this out), who must receive payment for services rendered, and depending upon the size of his detail, the cuts and percentages are going to affect his bottom line- and his profit.

Sizing the competition, and the 5 clients he approached- he started like all do in this environment- on the high side. The starting price was approximately 40% more then the end price. A lot of room to negotiate to make the customer feel good about the purchase. Very similar to Best Buy, Future Shop and others, who provide the always-popular “best deal of the year” promotion, making the customer who bought last week, always feel like a bit of a loser!

The point of the pricing principle that was witnessed in our research; know your operational costs, your lowest price, the competition (in price and quality- for we knew the quality offered by this vendor was superior to others in the area- right GE Team?? (LOL), and make your customer feel king. Be certain they receive the best value, quality and shopping experience. They will walk away with a good experience- and most likely come back.

And you know- that is exactly how we felt- after one of the team figured out how to actually operate the damn watch! - many hours later discussing this in the Broome Street Bar in Soho. (shameless plug)

It was a pricing experience taught by a streetwise vendor. Excellent!

Blogger’s note: 2 of the 5 Bolexes- have shut down as of November 11)

Promotion:

….Fifth Avenue to Canal Street-  ….Mission- Extreme high-end luxury to low end, cheap imitation product. Are the principles of promotion similar?

….MiLearn Team Members: 12 (2 groups of 6- scattered-)…

Fifth Avenue is the quintessential luxury product domain. In fact this year, Forbes magazine ranked Fifth Avenue as being the most expensive street in the world. With this distinction against the speed and (literally) hustle of Canal Street and other similar locales we set out to see how items, worlds apart is quality, price and display are promoted to specific target groups.

Team: 5th Avenue Hiltons.

Began with a stop at Prada. The displays, and collections were tastefully arranged in a classic neo décor in subtle tones which allowed for strong visuals of the purses, bags and perfumes…without being overwhemling.

Pure, simple, discreet- classy clean lines throughout. Open and airy. A place where- should the client wish to be seen- they can.

Service was polite, quiet and unassuming. Leaving the client free to “feel” the store. When we did speak with a represenatative, she was engaging and informative. She made us feel important, even though she knew we were not going to purchase the $3,000 Prada bag.   

However- we did try and test the men’s cologne (a ‘new’ product line for Prada), which at a reasonable $60 was worth the experience, the smiles and conversation from the sales representative- not to mention that we were able to walk around Fifth Avenue carrying a Parda gift bag!

Similar experiences –without purchase, occurred throughout this district. 

Team: Canal Street Gucis (sic)

Wandering further along this fascinating area, the team set out to see the varied ways of promoting imitation products. Very basic, open air stalls, filled with fake goods displaying ‘designer’ name plates with the sales people scurrying about - eyeing, then flagging down typical wide-eyed- caught in the headlights - tourists. 

Promoting to this target group is no different in principal to the retailers along Fifth Avenue. Forget the legality, forget the physical space, the quality, the ‘taste’ and prestige- what businesses here have learned to survive is to know what their client group wants. How they wish to be treated for the products they are purchasing.

In the case of Canal Street clients- our group were hustled into cramp, hot make shift space in a old, run down fire trap building- and on another occasion (just to prove our theory), the team members just had to go back a second day(-  as they were pushed into a windowless van- lights out- to find the interior lined with more fake bags.

But each merchant knew the client. Canal Street clients want a cheap price, knowing the product is fake, and wish to have the experience and excitement of this low cost- cash and grab buying opportunity.

It works- in each case. High end – low end- the customer is king- so promote- display, attract to suit that customer. (notice a re-ocurring theme?).

Well done to the 2 MiLearn teams! (are they still in that van…??)

Tomorrow…..

Product.

