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id Godzilla depend on lattes for strength? Did he roast
some Yirgacheffe before ravaging Tokyo? Of course not.
So then what’s the crazed lizard doing on a line of
T-shirts created by Spokane, Wash.-based Thomas Hammer
Coffee Roasters? “I've always thought Godzilla was cool,” says
the company’s owner, who, not surprisingly, is named Thomas
Hammer. “Does it have anything to do with our company? No. But
it'’s funny. And everyone loves to wear Godzilla.”

Indeed, though the shirt has no obvious connection to the
company—aside from the fact that the words “We roast our own”
are shown in flames streaming out of Godzilla’s mouth—it has
become a consistent seller at the 11 Thomas Hammer cafés in
Washington and Idaho. And it exemplifies perfectly what many
retailing experts in the specialty coffee and tea industry have
noticed of late: When it comes to selling mugs, shirts and other
merchandise out of your shop, the existence of a company logo is
far from mandatory. In fact, Hammer and others have found that
the items that sell best are often
the ones that don’t mention the
company directly at all. Instead,
they capture a business’s vibe
while stopping short of display-
ing an actual logo or name.

Erez Toker,
Drinkware

whose Vessel
supplies reusable
mugs and tumblers to scores of
independent shops, says he has
seen the phenomenon play out
time and again: “What I find is
lots of customers don't want to be a walking billboard, regardless

of how much they like your brand.”

t's true that the idea of merchandise that downplays the

brand goes against what independent owners have heard

over and over from consultants and business-school types.
For one thing, we're so often told, consumers will be happy to buy
a product with a small coffee or tea company’s name on it because
it allows that individual to show off his or her support of a local
business.

Though that notion seems to hold water theoretically, it doesn’t
always manifest itself in the real world. “If we put a Thomas
Hammer logo shirt out on our shelves, I think we would sell zero,”
Hammer maintains. “We ask: How can we communicate to the
customer in a way that doesn't involve the logo? We try to create
iconic images that speak to the customer and in some respect
make them think.”

The result of that thought process has been some products
that run counter to conventional coffee-shop merch wisdom.
Exhibit A is the Godzilla shirt, which features a large black depic-
tion of the fire-breathing monster against a white background.
But the company offers other unique shirt designs—one shows a

If you're the only one that stands up
and says, 'l care,” well then you don't
have anything. But if you can call out a
NICHE MARKET and provide something
somebody likes, you're more likely to

make a positive reaction and a sale.

skull made of flowers with an oversized handlebar mustache plas-
tered across it. Another features a bastardized version of the icon-
ic Che Guevara image wherein the star on the communist fighter’s
hat has been replaced by the Thomas Hammer emblem, a stylized
“H" inside a fireball. “That to me was funny,” says Hammer, who
says retail merchandise sales now make up between 10 to 12 per-
cent of his company’s revenue. “It’s just looking at current icons
and putting the Hammer spin on them.”

Another operator who has leveraged merchandise with inno-
vative design is Steve Feldman, owner of Gulu-Gulu Café in
Salem, Mass. When Feldman and his wife were first building
out the shop, their Boston terrier, Jack, scurried around the job
site, and when the shop opened, the eye-catching pooch often
patrolled the seating area and was a hit with customers. “He is
the official mascot,” says Feldman. “[My brother] made the off-
hand comment that Jack was so funny looking that he deserved
to be on a T-shirt, and so he was.”

Jack and Charlie (a pug the own-
ers acquired several years ago) now
have their adorable—albeit con-
fused-looking—faces adorned on
T-shirts, mugs and beer glasses sold
in the café and online. Some of
the designs mention Gulu-Gulu by
name, but most of them just focus
on the dogs and their facial expres-
sions. Feldman says they sell not
because people are necessarily try-
ing to show support for the shop,
but because they are unique images that resonate with cus-
tomers. “Who wouldn’t want to wear a shirt with the local canine
celebrity?” Feldman asks.

That notion of customer connection is at the root of why non-
branded products can sell in a coffeehouse setting. “The litmus
test for a product is answering the question, ‘Who cares?” says
Vessel's Toker. “If you're the only one that stands up and says, ‘I
care,’ well then you don’t have anything. But if you can call out a
niche market and provide something somebody likes, you're more
likely to make a positive reaction and a sale.”

ut there’s more to making product move than just coming

up with a mug or T-shirt concept you think will resonate

with a section of your consumer base. One often-brushed-

aside consideration is the color schemes those products feature.

Like it or not, the hue of a retail item may affect a potential buyer

more than whatever wording is on the front of it. “Most compa-

nies use primary colors like red, white and blue,” says Joy Weedon,

sales and marketing manager at Pack Plus. "Some roasters may

resort to a local theme—say blue and orange for Phoenix, or blue
to remind you of the California coast.”

Experts say that the way merch is presented also can be vital.
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l LgTT‘NG GO OF YOUR LOGO Continued from page 37

Rule number one in this department is making sure items don’t
sit out on the shelf all alone. Be sure at least a few units of each
shirt size are out in front of consumers—the same goes for each
mug and tumbler style. “Nobody wants to buy the last thing,”
says Aaron Daywitt, who runs mug manufacturer Coffee Shop
Promos. “If there’s only a couple mugs on the shelf, people think
it's been picked over or that that’s all that’s left. People want to

be able to choose.”

A savvy operator also will blend the display of products into the
shop’s layout in a way that grabs attention but stays true to the
retailer’s independent roots. “You don't want to come across as a
Target,” says Hammer.

Daywitt points to the merch setup of one of his accounts, Kind
Coffee in Estes Park, Colo., as an example. The shop uses wooden
shelving that fits well with its homey, mountain-town atmo-
sphere—and clearly shows customers all the shirt, bag and tumbler
options available to them. “They're making it known that they're
in the retail business as well [as the coffee business],” says Daywitt.

Keeping inventory well stocked is tricky business, of course. If a
shop owner wants to carry a variety of shirts in several colors and
sizes as well as different drink containers, the cost will add up fast.
If your great T-shirt concept turns out to be not-so-great after all,
you'll be left with hundreds or thousands of dollars of basically
useless inventory.

One solution is stocking just one or two items that have proved
to be reliable sellers. At Kirkland, Wash.-based Urban Coffee
Lounge, for example, only two merchandise items are available:
stainless-steel tumblers and acrylic water cups with straws.
Co-owner Alicia Miner says the shop tries to keep the focus on the
store’s high-quality coffee, so the cups and tumblers make perfect
sense—they're made for drinks and are quality products in their



Fresh Cup July http://freshcup.epubxpress.com



