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Where Imagination & Customer Loyalty
Go Hand in Hand
Making the Leap from Mom 
to Business Owner
With its nostalgic feel and unique selection of hand-
picked, eco-friendly toys, Childish Toy Shop has 
brought joy and wonder to Santa Cruz’ eclectic Midtown 
neighborhood since opening in 2010. “You walk in and 
can see beautiful, modern bicycles next to a 1920s metal 
truck. It just has a really nice feel to it” says store owner 
Dyane Villalobos. 

Inspired by her own experiences as a mother of two, 
Dyane opened Childish to provide local parents and kids 
with access to the types of toys that captivated her own 
children’s imagination. She loved wood-based and more 
creative, Montessori style toys, but struggled to find these 
items in Santa Cruz — often resorting to shopping in San 
Francisco and Los Angeles instead. In the midst of the 
recession, Dyane saw an opportunity: “I felt like I could 
contribute positively to our community here in Santa 
Cruz by creating a pretty unique toy shop. With online 
shopping, kids today don’t often get that experience of 
coming into a toy shop, but when they do, you just see 
them sparkle and light up. It’s really special.”

CASE
STUDY

Offering Something for Everyone
With a one-of-a-kind selection of handpicked, carefully 
curated toys, Childish aims to delight kids of all ages—from 
newborn to 99 years old. Focusing on toys that promote 
creativity and imaginative play, every product they sell 
is kid-tested and parent-approved. Many are ethically 
sourced, made from recycled materials, and/or made 
locally. As one of the bigger Lego outlets in Santa Cruz, they 
carry a vast selection of Lego products, along with eco-
friendly, wood-based toys, scooters from Switzerland, and 
other products that local shoppers can’t find anywhere 
else. Combining local and U.S. made products with hard-
to-find children’s toy lines from Germany, France, Denmark 
and more, Childish prides itself on its unique selection: 
“It’s important to me to make sure that we’re bringing in 
good vendors who are looking out for small businesses and 
aren’t saturating the market in big box stores.”
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As a queer-, Latina- and woman-owned business, 
Dyane also enjoys showcasing products that nod to her 
heritage — from Day of the Dead merchandise to gay 
pride flags. It’s a winning formula that Dyane’s shoppers 
love: “Our customers are very creative and they’re 
looking for that unique item that they’re not going to 
find at a big box store, that’s handpicked by the shop 
owner. They see items in our store that they’ve never 
seen before and really appreciate that.” 

Building Community Through Play
To compete against online retailers, Childish strives to 
deliver an engaging, imaginative in-store experience to 
everyone who walks in the door. Dyane loves creating 
opportunities for local kids and parents to gather and 
build community—whether it’s holding art and coding 
workshops for kids or hosting groups for post-partum 
mothers. “As a community-builder, I’m really big on 
bringing people together and am very involved with a 
lot of things in the Santa Cruz area. It’s important to me 
that Childish gives back to the community, which is why 
we sponsor unique events like Gay Pride Midtown, host 
fundraisers for local schools, and more. Staying with 
that community mindset has really allowed us to grow — 
keeping our customers loyal to us and us loyal to them.”
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Strengthening Relationships  
with Shoppers
Childish also focuses on building close relationships 
with shoppers through its friendly, personal customer 
service. “We really love our customers first and foremost. 
Customer service is kind of a dying breed, but it’s so key 
to our business as it’s what keeps people coming back.” 

Over the years, Childish shoppers have become some of 
Dyane’s closest friends and the community feels equally 
warmly towards her. In fact, a local grandfather came back 
to the store the other day to express gratitude and share 
videos of his grandchildren enjoying the toys that Dyane 
had helped him pick out. He told her: “My grandkids are 
everything to me. The fact that you spent time walking the 
store with me, explaining every toy and really giving your 
110% to me when you had other customers in the store 
meant the world, and my grandchildren loved every single 
thing that you handpicked for them.” Dyane says these 
kinds of shopper stories are what give her the gas to keep 
going and unsurprisingly, positive experiences like this are 
what keep shoppers coming back to Childish again and 
again.

Our customers are very creative and they’re looking for that unique item that they’re not 
going to find at a big box store, that’s handpicked by the shop owner. They see items in our 
store that they’ve never seen before and really appreciate that. 
– Dyane Villalobos
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Enbracing Spark Loyalty®

Dyane chose Spark Loyalty not just for its ease-of-use, 
but for the relationship she built with Ron. “It’s important 
to me that I’m working with someone that comes across 
as wanting to help small businesses and that’s how Ron 
is. He’s a nice guy, very responsive, and cares about 
my business.” When Ron recently became an uncle, he 
became a Childish shopper himself — picking up local 
products like a Santa Cruz onesie and a California-themed 
stuffed animal.

Dyane appreciates Spark Loyalty’s simplicity and features, 
along with the new opportunities it has created for 
connecting with her customers. “Spark Loyalty has a nice, 
simple design and is very straightforward. I think the Spark 
Stamp®  is really fun and I like that we have the capability 
of texting and emailing customers, so we can keep them 
engaged and announce specials and events.” She likes 
Spark Loyalty so much that she’s already recommending 
it to other small business owners: “I’ve told two friends 
of mine with shops that it’s an easy interface to use and 
that the staff I’ve met so far are super friendly. The price 
is good, and it comes with everything you need to get 
started.” 

Investing in Customer Loyalty
Childish Toy Shop has continued to grow each year, 
expanding to larger retail spaces, increasing sales, and 
earning new, loyal customers along the way. However, 
one element has always been missing from its business 
strategy — with shoppers over the years repeatedly 
asking Dyane if she had a customer loyalty program.  
“I always said ‘we’ll get there,’ but now that we’ve been 
around for over 10 years, I felt like we really needed to 
get something in place, as customer loyalty is extremely 
important to me.”

Her local SnowShoe representative, Ron Sim visited 
Childish and Dyane was impressed, commenting  
“I liked the way he sold Spark Loyalty® to me. There was 
no pressure. It came with the iPad and kiosk, seemed 
straightforward to use, and the price was right. I signed 
up right then and there! Now, I have five new customers 
signing up every day to be a part of this program, which  
is huge because I want to give back to my shoppers.” 

With Dyane’s focus shifting towards rewarding repeat 
shoppers, Spark Loyalty has been an ideal plug and play 
solution. “There have been no glitches and we can do 
everything through the supplied iPad, which is wonderful. 
It’s right at the front of the register, looks clean, and goes 
with the rest of our façade. It’s performing well and our 
shoppers are very happy to see that we have a customer 
loyalty system implemented now. It’s a really easy 
interface for them to use— they just put in their phone 
number and that’s it.”

I’ve told two friends of mine with shops 
that it’s an easy interface to use and 
that the staff I’ve met so far are super 
friendly. The price is good, and it comes 
with everything you need to get started.=
– Dyane Villalobos, Owner
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Ready to Try Spark Loyalty?
Call or email the SnowShoe Team
to book your 30-day free trial.

I love... seeing how a business can be 
efficiently run given the right tools.
 – Dyane Villalobos
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Building on Her Success
Childish Toy Shop has been a big hit at its current 
location in Midtown and is soon to open a second 
location on Pacific Avenue in the heart of Downtown 
Santa Cruz. For the upcoming holiday season, Dyane is 
already dreaming up big plans for the new space:  
“The Santa Cruz Business Association reached out and 
we’re going to be the visiting spot for Santa Claus to 
come in every week, which is fantastic. We’re going to 
recreate a vintage 1950s/1960s Santa’s Village in the 
shop with tinsel trees and old school Christmas décor.”

Although her business has grown, Dyane has stayed 
true to the values that inspired her to open the shop in 
the first place. “My favorite thing about being a small 
business owner is the people. I love meeting people that 
I would never ordinarily come across, being involved 
with my community, and seeing how a business can be 
efficiently run given the right tools. That’s something that 
I’m striving to do better each year.” With Spark Loyalty in 
place, she’s already well on her way.
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