COLUMN: MARKETING IN A SLOW ECONOMY

ARTICLE #1:  TRUST

Can I see a show of hands?  Who would like to see this column become successful and useful for all Pool Service Technicians currently reading it?  Okay, thank you, you may put your hands down now.

Of course you do.  That’s because if I am successful (and by “I”, I mean the column) then you will be more successful since you will be taking action on my advice.

Well, I have news for you.  Your prospects want you to be successful every time you present a quote for your services.  They want to buy from you.  Actually, to be honest, they want to buy from someone.  That’s why you are there.  They are going to buy – it’s just a matter of from whom.  Why not you?

People buy products, they don’t buy services.  Confused?  Let me explain.  People buy products (DVD players, furniture, food, etc.), take them home or work and test them.  If they work, you won’t hear from them.  But services are another matter.  Services, especially ongoing services such as Pool Maintenance, are only as good as the time the service was delivered.  For a service, people are buying trust.  Who do they trust the most to deliver the promised service?

Step back and look at who are the most successful service salespeople you have ever met or from whom you have made a purchase.  I’ll bet you all the cash in my wallet it was from the salesperson you trusted the most.  The real question is how did that person convince you, in a short period of time, that he or she was trustworthy?

Actually, there are three elements involved in every transaction:

The prospect must have:

1. Confidence in your company

2. Want the solution you offer

3. Believe that you will deliver on promises made

Comes down to trust once again.  Recently, I turned an $8,500 replaster job into a $55,000 remodel job due to a single factor; the customer learned to trust me.  I delivered on promises made.  I stood behind my work.  I responded to issues, problems, questions immediately.  I earned his trust.  I suggest you review what you need to do (or your representatives – office, crew and sales) to earn trust during the sales process as well as during delivery of your service.

What has all this have to do with marketing?  Marketing is not simply placing ads in magazines and the yellow pages.  It includes every aspect of your business, from how the phone is answered to your initial sales call to how well that pool is cleaned each week. Aren’t customer referrals part of your marketing program?
A pool builder once told me this story:  My prospect asked for everything he could think of; proof of insurance, my license, referrals, rating in BBB, to view pools I’ve built and on and on.  And still he isn’t signing.  What am I doing wrong?

I explained that he hasn’t yet accomplished what the prospect REALLY wants – why he should trust him.  Without that key component, the prospect simply won’t sign.   He returned to his prospect and turned the conversation around to discuss how he treats his customer, his warranty and other subtle hints that he is someone to trust.  The prospect signed his contract in that meeting.

Rule of thumb; the higher the price tag, the more trust the prospect needs to have.  This explains why a homeowner is willing to try out Pool Service companies, one after another.  The cost is low to try them out – little risk.  When the company doesn’t deliver, loses trust, the homeowner starts to look for another.  Your goal is to get that trust and not lose it.  

Remember, it costs 5 times more to get a new customer than to keep him.

ARTICLE #2:  MARKETING BEGINS WITH A SELF-AUDIT

Take a moment and consider your definition of marketing.  Many of you will probably think that marketing is advertising your company or making the public aware of your company and what you have to offer.  Some of you who have actually taken a marketing class, will have a more complicated definition such as developed by the American Marketing Association Board of Directors:  Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large.  Riiiiight.
Here is my definition:

GETTING PEOPLE WHO HAVE A SPECIFIC NEED OR PROBLEM TO KNOW, LIKE AND TRUST YOU.
In my last column, I discussed the critical importance of trust and how it relates to marketing.  I wanted to start this column with the marketing definition so you keep it clear in your mind relevant to the remainder of this article.

When is the best time to market?  Especially when faced with a slow economy.  In other words, when is the best time to “getting people who have a specific need or problem to know, like and trust you”?  When stated that way, the answer is obvious; all the time!

Marketing is a consistent, full-time job.  There is no best time.  A slow economy may, however, be the time you are forced to re-evaluate how you are marketing.  This is the time when money may be tight (or even non-existent) and you can no longer place the full-page ads or send out the expensive mailers.  This doesn’t mean that stop marketing.  It does mean that you need to get the most bang for your buck.  Or, better yet, figure out how to effectively market without spending that buck. 

To start your economy-starved marketing campaign, begin by taking a hard look at yourself.  Audit your time – what do you spend most of your day doing?  Are you spending enough time on marketing?  Are you staying in your comfort zone, whatever that may be, and allowing your company to suffer because of it?  If so, it may be time to step up.

There are three types of owners of companies; The Super Salesman, The Mad Inventor and The Businessman.  The Super Salesman can sell ice to Eskimos. He or she started the company because he either worked in the industry long enough to break off into his own company and just continued what he does best; sell.  He doesn’t know how to actually run a company nor will he likely create new products.  The Mad Inventor is the owner who has the Big Idea, the Better Mousetrap, and thinks the world will soon be knocking on his door to buy.  He will fail if he doesn’t quickly hire a great salesperson and someone to run the business.  Finally, The Businessman knows how to run a company.  He hires the salespeople and the mad inventor to develop his product or service and takes off from there.

Very seldom do you find a business owner who encompasses all three characteristics, much less two.  Think about where your strengths lie.  You may not have the luxury to hire who you need to support your weaknesses.  That is why you have to first recognize your strengths and weaknesses and do what you can to make up for what you are missing.   For many, that weakness is the focus on marketing as it relates to the entire operation.

The final step in your self-audit is to consider where you want your company to go.  How big do you want to be?  Is that defined by number of customers?  By Service Technicians?  By how many franchises you can sell? Would you rather maintain your current size? 

Whatever it is, be clear about it.  Because that goal will define your approach to marketing.

ARTICLE #3:  MARKETING ON A BUDGET

Unless you put money away for a rainy day or inherited a fortune from a deceased rich uncle, you are probably being very careful where you spend your marketing budget in these hard times.

I have good news for you.  You are not alone!  The advertisers are in the same leaky boat.  That is why this is the time to strike deals.  If you pay full retail, you are not doing yourself a service.  Everything is negotiable during a slow economy, especially those places where you place your ads.  Ask for a discount!  Ask for a larger size ad at the same price.  Ask to be inserted in more issues than you are paying.  Just ask.  And then after the advertiser negotiates down, ask again.  Hold that pen about 2 inches above the contract and ask one more time.  You may be amazed at how much money you can save to move a pen 2 inches.

Another approach is to trim your ads.  Where you may have placed half page, reduce to one quarter page.  Where you may have placed full color ads, consider two-color (your phone number in RED).  

Right about now a bunch of advertising media moguls are screaming, “Get the rope.”  Well, that’s not my concern – let them get their own column.

Another option, you may not have considered, is to co-op with your suppliers or others related to your industry.  Remember that your suppliers rely on you to be the middleman between them and the consumer.  Distributors of Muriatic Acid are not going to knock on doors asking homeowners to purchase.  How much acid do you purchase a year?  Well, you may be surprised to know that many of the larger suppliers and distributors actually have a budget they are supposed to spend each year to co-op advertise with companies like yours.  The more successful you are, the more successful they are.


So, tap into these available funds.  All you have to do is ask. 

Here’s a slight twist on the theme; you become the media that others pay to advertise.  Here’s an example.

A Pool Builder I know mails millions of flyers every year to homeowners.  Instead of footing the bill he searched for a related, yet non-competitive, company who would also benefit from the mailer.  He found a Pool Remodeler.  If his mailer found it’s way to a Homeowner without a pool, he wins.  If the mailer ended up in the hands of pool owner that needed a replaster, the Pool Remodeler wins. Either way, the Pool Builder was able to afford his mailer because he found another company to share the expense and they both benefited.

Let’s say you have 400 customers.  Who might benefit from a letter, mailer, bill stuffer, or door hanger targeted to your 400 customers?  That’s your warm market – your mailer will be read at a much higher percentage that a cold mailer.  Maybe you can combine a SPRING FILTER CLEANING SPECIAL PRICE mailer with IF IT’S TIME TO REPLASTER, CALL XYZ POOL PLASTERING.  And have “XYZ” share in the cost of the mailer.   Not only that, but you should pre-negotiate with the Pool Remodeler to pay you a spiff for every customer who calls and signs a contract.  It’s a win-win-win!
Marketing on a budget requires creative thinking and tapping into support systems or ideas that you may not have considered.  With smart negotiation, you may find that you are marketing more effectively than ever before and for free.
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