
24 Patio & Hearth Products Report November/December 2013

he name—Seasonal
Specialty Stores—is a
misnomer on two

counts. First, despite the plural
name, Seasonal Specialty Stores
(Amherst, NewHampshire) is
a single, independent store
owned by the husband–wife
team of Dennis DiPaolo and
Jeanne Larssen. Second, it isn’t
exactly seasonal. All product
lines are on display year round,
and sales are made in every
department, every month.
Back in the 1980s, DiPaolo

and Larssen worked for the
original parent company of the
14-store chain of the same
name. In late 1989, they pur-
chased the Nashua, New
Hampshire store and made it
independent, moving to a
10,000–square-foot building in
Merrimack, NewHampshire.
There are three other stores
with the same name still in
existence (in Attleboro,
Foxborough, and Natick,
Massachusetts), but only the
Amherst store is owned by
DiPaolo and Larssen.
“Then, we completely

changed the focus, moving
away from heavy sale advertis-
ing toward better brands and
much better service,” Larssen
says. That service level was
achieved by putting much
more money into payroll and
benefits. “We have 35 employees
now. They are the ones interacting
with the customers, much more
than we are. There is no way to treat
customers as VIPs unless you have
first treated your staff members as
VIPs,” she explains.
Pools, spas, and related supplies

represent 70% of the store’s busi-

ness; patio furniture and grills are
responsible for about 25%; and bil-
liards equipment, bars, and barstools
account for the balance. In 1999,
the couple built and moved into a
new 32,000–square-foot building in
Amherst that has an additional
15,000 square feet of outdoor dis-
plays; this ensured that they would-

n’t ever outgrow the location and be
forced to relocate again.
Having a larger building has

reduced most of the biggest chal-
lenges in seasonal product changes.
“We don’t have to rip the entire
place apart four times a year, as we
did in the last two stores,” DiPaolo
says. “Though we domakemajor

changes for spring patio, winter
pool supplies, and an expanded
billiards/bar department in the
fall, the changes are pretty
smooth.”Moreover, all depart-
ments are represented through-
out the year, and it pays off;
every seasonal department
accounts for sales all year, even
when the products are not in

season.
Actually, the couple finds the sea-

sonal product changes to be the best
part of working in this type of store.
“Just when you start to get bored
with the patio department, the bil-
liards/bar department gets busy,”
Larssen says. “Four months later,
you start to get tired of pool tables,
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seasonless sales
A New Hampshire retailer prospers by promoting all products year round.
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From left: Ann Auker (assistant
furniture buyer), Jeanne Larssen,
and Dennis DiPaolo
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and you can’t wait for more interest
in patio products.”
As a percentage of sales, the com-

pany’s advertising budget is less than
30% of what it was when the store
was a part of the chain and DiPaolo
was vice president of marketing.
Each department receives its own
strategy and budget, which can vary
from less than 1% up to 15%.
In dollars, that percentage still cov-

ers a good amount of promotion.
“We advertise 52weeks a year,”
DiPaolo says. “We are still a retailer,
and people like to see sale advertising.”
In its advertising, the store never

completely ignores a product
department during its off-season.
DiPaolo says, “There will still be a
few small grill or patio ads in winter
(and billiards or game ads in sum-
mer). At those times, we don’t have
lots of customers looking, but we
also don’t have any competitors
sharing the media, either.”

DiPaolo and Larssen say that
they are working through the
changes in the advertising world.
Their print-advertising budget has
been reduced by 40%. The money
saved is going intoWebmainte-
nance and search-engine optimiza-
tion (SEO).
You can see the investment in the

website (seasonalstores.com), which
is quite substantial—with well over
100 pages. A sizable print-advertis-
ing program is designed primarily to
drive people to the website. In 1999,
after its first year with a website, the
store experienced a really high click
rate nationally “because there was
no competition. That’s not so
today,” DiPaolo says. He is currently
working with an SEO company to
raise the store’s website closer to the
top of search results.
Direct mail also is a key compo-

nent of the advertising program.
The store mails packages that
include a coupon and a brochure
about the store to new homeowners.
The company proactively collects
the address of every legal pool
buyer—for miles around—by visit-
ing town halls, over the winter, and
copying the building-permit list for
pools. “Those people are more than
pool owners,” DiPaolo explains.

“They are patio owners and outdoor
entertainers. They can become our
best customers because they will be
here four times a year. They come to
depend on us, so they are not shop-
ping anywhere else for patio furni-
ture, grills, firepits, or anything else
we carry.”
The store mails newsletters twice

a year that feature products, news,
and (most important) its team
members. “People love learning
more about our employees,” Larssen
says. “They congratulate Mia on her
new baby, Tod on getting married,
Pat on teaching a seminar at a
national trade show, and Stephanie
on graduating from college. Our
customers seem to want to be part
of our family.”
FromApril to October, the

store’s events calendar is filled;
almost every weekend, shoppers will
be offered birthday cakes, anniver-
sary cakes, or pastries in the store’s
coffee shop. Sometimes, the event
will be a customer-appreciation day,
with free logo-marked gifts. It could
also be an open house, with gifts,
door prizes, and guided tours of the
nonpublic (backstage) areas of the
building. “Everyone wants to go
upstairs to see the naked hot-tub
mannequins in the display window,”
Larssen says.
There is a fairly complex market-

ing rotation in place, with certain
promotions scheduled every week,
two weeks, and four weeks—for
every department. “No one under
60 reads newspapers anymore. No
one under 30 listens to radio, and
no one who can afford our products
watches television without fast-for-
warding through the commercials,”
DiPaolo states. “Every promotion
that is anywhere in print is on the
Promotions page of our website.We

have been paying people, through
our seasonal rewards program, to
allow us to email advertising to
them. Advertising and marketing are
becoming much more complicated
and are changing very rapidly.”
The store is also represented on

Facebook, where new posts appear
every few days. It also manages a
weekly blog and a Twitter feed.
Patio furniture is posted on
Pinterest constantly.
DiPaolo tells the old story of the

marketing executive at Coca-Cola
who noted that half of the compa-
ny’s advertising worked—but he
didn’t know which half. “Really, we
can ask every customer what
brought him or her in,” he says, “and
we absolutely ask everyone who
buys something big—but customers
never actually tell you why they buy
(except for coupons).”
To what, then, do DiPaolo and

Larssen owe their success? Larssen
says, “Be smarter and work harder
than your competition. Our model
was to create an ethical company
that treats our coworkers and cus-
tomers with respect. As coworkers,
we get (and keep) people who also
believe in ethics and respect. They
are smart people who want to learn
and grow as professionals—people
you would want to go to work with,
every day.”
DiPaolo adds, “With enough

money, any company could come
into our market and outspend us
on advertising,” DiPaolo adds. “It
could have lower prices. It could
lie, but it will have to take years
to develop the staff and reputa-
tion to beat ours. It’s not likely
that anyone could even hire our
staff away (it’s been tried before).
Ultimately, we market by not
marketing.”
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Top left and right: Patio furniture and grills
represent 25% of the store’s business

Bottom: Deep seating collections are pop-
ular with customers of Seasonal Specialty
Stores
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