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Businesses that are in their marketing zone are able to count on a healthy 

flow of sales, which allows them to be forward thinking. These businesses 

are covering the basics so that they can focus on what exciting new things 

to do next.

 For example, a dental practice has worked out, through several years of exper-

imentation, a formula that is based on friendly service (from the person who 

greets you through the person who treats you), a good location, and regular 

customer contact via phone calls and postcards. These three elements consti-

tute their marketing program. (The primary element of their marketing is their 

friendly service and great staff; the secondary elements are their location, 

calls, and mailings.) The practice knows how much it needs to spend to sus-

tain this program and get consistent results. The business is profitable and 

successful. Now the practice can think about opening a branch office, or 

adding another dentist, or expanding into orthodonture, or any number of 

ideas that can grow the business beyond its current base. But until the dental 

practice had worked out its basic marketing formula and entered its marketing 

zone, starting any new initiatives would have been foolhardy.

How do you know you’re in the zone? In your marketing zone, you should 

find that

 ✓ You get reasonably consistent results every time you use a market-

ing tool. For example, if you do a mailing, you should be able to predict 

within 10 percent how many responses you’ll get.
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 ✓ You operate in the black. Your marketing activities should return a 

profit. Successful marketing can be defined as any marketing that reli-

ably returns more in profits than it costs to do.

 ✓ You should know what your top three to five marketing activities are 

and how to do them well. And you should probably be investing close 

to half of your marketing spending in the single most effective marketing 

activity.

When you have satisfied these three requirements, you’ll know you’ve found 

your marketing zone. The searching is over! Now you just need to work on 

repeating the formula with small improvements and watch your sales and 

profits grow.

 No formula works forever. Eventually, you’ll begin to find that results are slip-

ping or profits are shrinking. If performance deteriorates, you’ll need to search 

again. Perhaps it’s time to alter your formula and update your plans. Should a 

new lead marketing method replace your old one? Do you need to make a 

major change in one or more of your top five marketing tools? Take a close 

look and be prepared to spend time and effort revitalizing your zone if perfor-

mance slips and you no longer can say “Yes” to the three indicators described 

in the preceding list.

 For example, Corporate Apparel Unlimited (CAU) of Anderson, Indiana, exem-

plifies a contemporary approach to selling customized clothing for team use 

and business promotions. Traditionally, such firms always used a color cata-

log as their primary marketing tool, with a call service center and smaller 

direct mail pieces in secondary place to support it. But when CAU started in 

2000, it redefined the formula with a well-designed, informative, interactive 

Web site as its primary marketing tool. By now, most of its competitors have 

had to switch to the Web as their lead marketing tool, too. (See www.cauinc.
com for a great example of how these products are now marketed.)

Pinpointing Your Top Three 
Sales and Marketing Tools

If your business has been operating for a year or more, then you’re probably 

doing one or more marketing activities that work fairly well. Start by exam-

ining the methods that have been most productive for you so far and see 

whether you can refine them to make them work even better.

 Your past experience is your most powerful source of information about what 

your top marketing tools should be.
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Next, take a calculated look at other businesses. Start with your most 

successful competitors (but don’t try to copy businesses that are more than 

three times your size, as their budget puts them in a different marketing 

class and you probably won’t be able to afford to use their formulas right 

now). A good idea is to search for a successful similar company in another 

region and then study what they do. This approach isn’t out and out copy-

ing; it’s benchmarking (or learning from others’ successful examples), which 

takes advantage of the fact that ideas are free and anyone can try them.

 Don’t copy the text or art of their marketing materials directly — those are 

copyrighted. Only benchmark general ideas — for example, if they use a large 

display ad in the Yellow Pages, try the same strategy with an ad of your own.

After you’ve examined similar businesses for marketing ideas, take a look at 

dissimilar ones. Sometimes the best ideas come from outside your industry.

 For example, the owner of a small company that makes fishing lures was 

inspired by a friend who wrote a blog about business insurance and how to 

buy and use it. Nobody in the fishing equipment field was writing blogs, but 

obviously they were an up-and-coming marketing medium, so he started 

blogging and soon had more orders than he could fill. His blog became his 

lead marketing tool, and he supported it with a Web site, a traditional 

printed catalog, and a toll-free number for people who wanted to order by 

phone. This marketing zone formula worked well, and the business grew 

without high-cost, traditional marketing. His more traditional competitors 

advertised in magazines, but his unique formula worked just as well and 

cost much less. (See Chapter 9 for advice on using newsletters and blogs to 

grow your business.)

Change your mix until you get a formula that is predictable and highly profit-

able. Often, when I look at marketing plans, I find myself suggesting that the 

current lead marketing tool be demoted to secondary status, and a new tool 

put in top place. Be willing to experiment until you find a lead marketing 

method that really pulls its weight.

 Here’s a great example of the search for a successful marketing formula: A 

friend of mine who owned a landscape firm was doing a mix of residential and 

commercial work for office buildings and stores. Her business struggled with 

marginal profits until a large, stable, profitable contract with a big office build-

ing pointed the way toward a lucrative marketing zone. Now she avoids resi-

dential customers and instead focuses on making sales calls to commercial 

property owners and managers who can commit to large annual contracts. 

She sells using a professional-looking sales binder with testimonial letters 

from customers and a detailed listing of service and price options. Gone are 

the small, low-profit accounts. Now she has a dozen annual contracts that sup-

port a staff of ten and provide a healthy profit. She pays her staff well and 
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hires reliable, stable people who deliver professional, consistent service. 

Trucks with her signs on them are often parked in front of upscale profes-

sional buildings, helping build her brand. She follows up all leads personally 

with a well-rehearsed office visit that often produces a new contract. Her goal 

is to add one to three new accounts each year — and so far, her simple mar-

keting formula has met or exceeded that goal. (See Part V for how to make a 

professional sales call and close big accounts like she does.)

Adjusting for the Economic Cycle
It would be nice if the marketing formula that worked last year would work 

perfectly this year, too. However, even a great marketing formula needs to be 

improved. New competitors, new tastes, and new technologies can outdate 

your products or antiquate your marketing message, pushing you out of your 

zone. Marketing is inherently creative for this reason (and that is what I love 

about it!). So you should anticipate and welcome changes.

And if the economic cycle is shifting, then you really have to be on your 

guard because your marketing formula probably will need to change dramati-

cally in order to keep ahead of the economy. Think of the economic cycle as 

the key to whether you should be playing defense or offense as you formulate 

your marketing game plan.

 Economic cycles are inevitable. If you adjust your marketing-zone formula 

accordingly, you’ll survive the tough times and grow in the good times, for an 

overall effect of faster growth and higher profits than the typical marketer 

who fails to adjust rapidly to changing economic weather.

Tightening up for tough times
The 2008 rise in energy and food prices created a lot of cost and price pres-

sures on businesses. Restaurants found the cost of ingredients going up 

by 30 percent at the same time that customers were trying to cut their fuel 

use by avoiding drives to distant restaurants. Hotels and other travel busi-

nesses also suffered from the rising cost of travel by car or plane. Book sales, 

casino revenues, movie ticket sales, and many other categories declined. And 

because banks had way over-extended their credit-card and home mortgage 

lending in the earlier boom period, loans became extremely tight that year, 

too — which meant that consumers were cutting back on spending across 

the board, not just in areas effected by energy and food prices.
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What to do? These three steps help smart marketers get through that tough 

period and emerge stronger:

 1. Control your own costs.

  Sales fall because your customers are trying to control their spending. If 

you don’t cut your costs more aggressively than they do, your profits 

will be squeezed. Renegotiate contracts whenever possible. Switch to 

lower-cost suppliers or ingredients. Lay off idle workers. Find ways to 

reduce your use of energy, even if it means doing your baking at night 

when electricity is cheapest or closing off part of your space and not 

heating it. Be a miser. Don’t make the mistake of waiting to see what 

happens. Take the lead in changing the rules of your business.

 2. Change your offerings.

  The things people buy in good economic times are different from the 

things they buy in bad times, but people still buy. Figure out what you 

should be selling in a down economy by imagining that you’re starting 

a new business for this economy, using the assets of your old business 

as building blocks. For example, if you own a luxury restaurant, think 

about what kind of food establishment you can convert it to that will 

be profitable with a menu based on lower-priced ingredients, a smaller, 

less-highly-trained kitchen staff, and fewer wait-staff. As soon as you’ve 

worked out the details, print a new menu and make the changes.

  To hesitate is to lose money, so make those changes right away. You can 

always go back to the old formula next year or whenever the economy 

turns around. Ideas for adjusting your offering (if you’re a restaurant 

adjusting for a down economy) include smaller portions, less expensive 

ingredients or components, shorter-term contracts and options, and 

anything that reduces the price, risk, or upfront investment for your cus-

tomers. Scaled-back offerings are considerate and appropriate in harder 

times.

 3. Keep marketing!

  Don’t disappear from customer radar screens. Once you’ve controlled 

your costs and adjusted your offerings for the current situation, get back 

out there with modest, short-term investments in new signs and local 

newspaper ads, listings in Web directories, radio ads, a mailer, or what-

ever you think might work to reach gun-shy consumers. (See Part III for 

ways to promote your business without a big ad budget.)

  Increase your use of search-term ads (pay-per-click advertising) on 

Google and Yahoo! because these search engines target only those cus-

tomers who are still shopping in spite of the bad economy. Even though 

sales are down, some people will buy. Be the visible, realistic choice for 

them, and you may even grow your business in the bad times — and 

emerge a stronger leader come the next economic boom. (See Chapter 

19 for more ways to market on the Web.)
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These three simple steps work pretty well for any business, so long as you’re 

capable of controlling costs and avoiding large losses. However, if you find 

your costs are out of control, and you’re bleeding money, consider a more 

radical response: Shut down, sell, or convert your business into something 

that can make money. Never go down with the ship! In every economic down-

turn, many businesses are too poorly prepared or too weak to survive. You 

can tell whether yours is one of them if it proves impossible to control your 

costs in spite of a month or two of hard effort. If so, stop bailing and bail 

out. However, most businesses can be adjusted to survive the downturn and 

emerge stronger (although perhaps smaller) when the economy recovers.

Another word of warning: You have to use these three steps in order. If you 

try to fix all your problems with a new advertising campaign or other market-

ing gimmick (Step 3) before you’ve controlled costs (Step 1) and adjusted 

your offering for the current economy (Step 2), your marketing initiative will 

lose money and put you further behind. Don’t say I didn’t warn you!

Taking advantage of a growth economy
What about when the pendulum swings the other way, and the economy 

starts to grow at an accelerated rate? This situation also requires adjust-

ment. Marketers who continue to be conservative get passed by flashy new 

competitors.

Here’s how to adjust to a growth economy after you’ve survived the downturn:

 1. Pick your fastest-growing product or service and invest in it.

  Whatever seems to be sharing in the economic momentum should be 

promoted aggressively. Find new customers. Do more sales and market-

ing. Run more ads. Expand your territory. You need to grow sales in 

the easiest way possible, in order to start bringing in extra profits right 

away. Otherwise, you won’t accumulate the cash needed to invest in 

growing your business rapidly during the upturn.

 2. Redesign your product line and pricing with the single-minded goal of 

raising the size of the average purchase.

  Add options and extras. Cross-sell with a special two-for-one or trial offer. 

Increase the size of your packages and offer a quantity incentive. Ideally, 

you should at least double the average sale during an economic boom.

 3. Look for new products and/or customers.

  Expanding into new categories and territories is your next source of 

growth, after you’ve successfully leveraged your most promising prod-

uct and doubled the size of the average purchase. Now is the time to 

innovate. Pick up a new line of products that seem exciting and different. 
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Go after an emerging group of customers with new tastes or needs. But 

don’t forget to keep your core business healthy and profitable (see Steps 

1 and 2) because a profitable core business gives you the capacity to try 

exciting new growth ideas.

Marketing Smart to Avoid 
Costs and Risks

Marketing can be a dangerous game. I’ve seen many businesses commit to 

a marketing plan, only to find that the expected sales didn’t materialize and 

they ran out of cash. What happens if you use most of your marketing budget 

to buy a mailing list and print and mail a new catalog, but hardly any orders 

come in? This event happens all too often. As the author of books on market-

ing, I get requests for help from people who have made this kind of mistake 

every month.

Here are some rules to keep you from blowing your marketing budget on 

things that don’t bring in a good return:

 ✓ Spend no more than 10 percent of your marketing budget on 

unproven ideas. If it hasn’t worked several times for you already, it’s 

unproven for you, no matter what others may say. You have to test it for 

your business before you admit it into your marketing zone.

 ✓ Test each marketing idea several times on a small scale before com-

mitting to a big buy or large run. You don’t know enough to draw firm 

conclusions until you’ve seen what happens with repetition. (A small Web 

site needs to bring orders before you invest in a big, expensive one.)

 ✓ Make sure the ad, mailing, Web directory, or other marketing tool 

reaches your customers. Many media buys sound great because they 

promise a big reach — large audience — but who cares? What matters 

is whether your good customers and prospects are in that audience. For 

example, if your customers don’t listen to public radio, avoid the temp-

tation of sponsoring your local public radio station, even though it’s 

cheaper than buying ad time on commercial radio stations.

 ✓ Don’t try to imitate the big spenders. The Coca Cola brand is main-

tained in the public minds through millions of dollars of TV and outdoor 

advertising every day. Obviously, most businesses can’t afford to flood 

the world with their brand identity. Nor can they print glossy catalogs 

every month that look as fancy as the latest Victoria’s Secret mailing. 

These highly visible marketing role models are completely useless for 

99.9 percent of my readers! Look for successful local marketing and 

advertising because successful small and mid-sized businesses offer the 

most practical and affordable benchmarks.


























