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If you wish to move to the top of your profession in terms of income, success, clientele, and prestige, Bob Bly brings decades of street honed experience to this game with the clarity and work ethic of a professional engineer. As you employ Bob’s method, you’ll realize you narrowly avoided diving into an empty swimming pool. I can’t count how many businesses will file Chapter 11 or go “404–PAGE NOT FOUND” because they should have read this book. And I respect Bob all the more for advising you in this book to put measurements in place before you do anything else. Stephen Covey says “Begin with the end in mind,” but Bob Bly says, “Begin by deciding how you’re going to measure your happy ending.”


—PERRY MARSHALL, AUTHOR OF ULTIMATE GUIDE TO GOOGLE ADWORDS, ULTIMATE GUIDE TO FACEBOOK ADVERTISING, AND 80/20 SALES & MARKETING


Bob Bly says his book is about marketing plans, but it’s really about planning a business. With this step-by-step guide, small business owners can think through their products, their market opportunity and their potential profits, to choose the most productive actions for achieving their goals. Filled with practical, hands-on advice, The Marketing Plan Handbook is a one-stop source for business success.


—RUTH P. STEVENS, AUTHOR OF B2B DATA-DRIVEN MARKETING: SOURCES, USES, RESULTS


If you’re convinced that marketing your business is difficult or time-consuming, or you believe you don’t have the “right” knowledge, then you need Bob Bly’s book. He gives you an easy-to-implement plan for growing your business consistently over time.


—DIANNA HUFF, FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT OF HUFF INDUSTRIAL MARKETING, INC.


If you’ve been looking for a marketing book that “goes the extra mile” and over-delivers on its promises, then pay close attention to the book now resting in your hands. The Marketing Plan Handbook is the most comprehensive, concentrated and concise course I have even seen on the subject of building a business from the ground up. It covers every modern day nuance of entrepreneurship as well as the actions that cause your eventual success. Whether you’re interested in starting or growing a business, or becoming a top tier marketing consultant, Robert W. Bly lays gold before your eyes, giving you the keys to a kingdom he knows inside and out.


—MATT FUREY, AUTHOR OF COMBAT CONDITIONING, MATTFUREY.COM


I’m a pretty good ad writer, but when it comes to planning marketing strategy and tactics, Bob Bly is at the top of my list—all his best secrets are revealed in this valuable book.


—ROBERT RINGER, THE NEW YORK TIMES #1 BESTSELLING AUTHOR


Marketing is becoming more complex, even for professional marketers. Bob’s time-saving 12 steps make it easy for small business owners to market more effectively and prosper.


—JOAN DAMICO, B2B COPYWRITER & MARCOM CONSULTANT, @COPYWRITER4U


The very idea of crafting your marketing plan can be absolutely terrifying, if you’ve got no idea where to start . . . or incredibly liberating, once you realize what a huge edge it gives you, if you craft it well. Bob does an amazing job, in his new book, of showing us how to craft it well. Within the first 20 pages, he lays out a 12-step plan that takes all the mystery—and anxiety—out of trying to figure out exactly what a good marketing plan is and what’s next. Bob decodes all that stuff so many long-time marketers are afraid to admit they don’t know—from how to use Google Analytics to get better marketing feedback, to how to slog your way through every online marketing metric you need to know. All this is no longer optional. You can’t survive today without making a plan like this. The good news—great news, in fact—is that Bob just made it easy.


—JOHN FORDE, EDITOR AND FOUNDER OF THE COPYWRITER’S ROUNDTABLE
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PREFACE


America is not only the land of the free, but also of the entrepreneur: There are almost 28 million small businesses in the United States. Of these, over 22 million are self-employed solopreneurs, and a little over half work at home. By comparison, a mere 17,700 firms in America have 500 employees or more. Small business is where it’s at.


More than half a million new businesses are started each month. Of these, 1 out of 4 will stay in business 16 years or more. Small businesses employ half of all people who work in the private sector and have generated up to 80 percent of the net growth in jobs in the United States over the last decade or so.


Most people, when they go into a business, think that if they are good at what they do, they will be successful. For instance, if they are a photographer, they believe that all they have to do is take good pictures and they will have more business than they can handle. Unfortunately, it usually doesn’t work out that way at all.


There are legions of small-business owners, especially in service industries, who are technically competent or even excellent at their professions, yet earn only a modest living at best. That’s because they don’t know the ultimate secret to achieving outrageous success in any business: Those who make the most money in any profession or service business, from accountants and ad agencies to window washers and web designers, are those who are the best at marketing and selling themselves—not at performing the actual function or service.


Doctors, attorneys, and other professionals have traditionally held the opposite point of view. They criticize competitors who advertise, saying, “If your product or service was any good, you wouldn’t have to promote it with such hype.” Nice to think so, but naïve. Sad to say, it doesn’t work that way in the real world. “The expression ‘If you build it, they will come’ is not true,” said Steve Murphy, former CEO of publisher Rodale Inc., in an interview with Fast Company magazine. “We had lots of great properties at Rodale, but not enough of them were known. We needed to expose them to the mass market.”


So, how do you make the transition from struggling or average entrepreneur to the top of your profession in terms of income, success, clientele, and prestige? Well, you can start with the simple, commonsense 12-step process for creating and implementing a winning marketing plan presented in this book! Over the years, I’ve shared my battle-tested marketing methods—in books, articles, blogs, seminars, webinars, consultations, and countless promotions and campaigns—with thousands of copywriters, graphic designers, consultants, self-employed service professionals, manufacturers, small-business owners, marketing professionals, and corporate clients. Those who apply these techniques consistently enjoy a number of benefits, including increased income, elimination of slow periods, greater cash flow, and enhanced prestige and status within their market or industry.


This second edition follows but also expands on the proven 12-step process introduced in the first. It gives you more in-depth advice and coverage on the hottest marketing trends to emerge within the last decade, including data analytics, content marketing, mobile marketing, social networking, infographics, search engine optimization, and more.


I do have one favor to ask. If you have a marketing method or campaign that has worked particularly well for your business, why not send it to me so I can share it with readers of the next edition of this book? You can reach me at:


Bob Bly


Copywriter/Consultant


31 Cheyenne Dr.


Montville, NJ 07045


Phone: (973) 263-0562; Fax: (973) 263-0613


Email: rwbly@bly.com


Web: www.bly.com









INTRODUCTION


According to the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA), about half of all new small businesses survive only five years or less. The SBA and others who specialize in helping small businesses succeed tell us that lack of capital is seldom the main reason.


Rather, most small businesses fail because they don’t have a plan for getting customers or clients. Yes, we’re experts in the products and services we offer, but too many of us open our doors absolutely clueless about how we’re going to make money.


Who are the top earners, the most successful business owners, in their markets and niches? More often than not, those at the top got there not because they are the best at what they do (e.g., financial planning, web design, accounting), but because they are the best at marketing and selling themselves.


The aim of this book is to show small-business owners, managers, and entrepreneurs how to write a marketing plan to grow your business every month. If you’ve researched your marketplace in the past and know your business well, you’ll be able to complete the 12 simple steps to creating a winning marketing plan in a couple of days or so. If you don’t have the answers you need in each step, it will take longer because you’ll need to gather more information about your business, competition, marketplace, and customers.


Learning to create and execute a successful marketing plan can mean the difference between living well vs. just scraping by—or even between enjoying many years of success in business vs. watching your enterprise dwindle and disappear, a casualty of tough competition, changing marketplace, recession, or a weak economy. So it’s a skill worth your while to master, and by using this book, you can do just that.


What’s in a Marketing Plan?


When your small business is profitable, the money allows you to continue operations and enjoy the freedom and fulfillment of being your own boss. Should your small business fail, you will likely be forced to take a nine-to-five job working for someone else—which is sometimes a bitter pill for us to swallow after we’ve tasted the independence of entrepreneurship.


That makes reversing the high failure rate of new businesses a priority for all of us. If you think being in business would be great if only you didn’t have to market it, you’re not going to get that wish. To succeed, you must market and sell what you make or do. Setting goals and having a written plan to implement your marketing campaigns is a major determinant of whether we meet with success or failure.


Yet too many small-business owners think creating a marketing plan is either too difficult, too time-consuming, or too distant from the day-to-day reality of running their businesses. Nothing could be further from the truth. The value of a marketing plan is it forces you to think through how you’re going to make money in concrete, detailed action steps. Marketing plans lead to purposeful action.


Marketing plans lay out the steps you’ll take to create the business you want. Think of your plan as a blueprint for success, a major to-do list—one that’s based on the vision and strategy you crafted for your business. It ties your strategy for succeeding with the actions you’ll take to make it happen. In your plan, you’ll assign specific tasks to individuals (even if it’s just you) and give them deadlines for achieving them. To create a marketing plan that has true value, you must be willing to examine your business from top to bottom to ensure that everything in it is working toward achieving your ultimate vision.


A marketing plan spells out:


       [image: ][image: ]  What you want your business to accomplish over the next year


       [image: ][image: ]  How you’re going to do it


       [image: ][image: ]  The resources you’ll need


       [image: ][image: ]  The monthly, weekly, and daily actions you’ll take to do it


No one has perfect knowledge of what will or won’t work in growing a particular business. That’s why you need a plan. It will give you a system that lets you measure which strategies and tactics work best for growing your business. The clearer you are on which actions bring you desired results, the more you’ll be able to duplicate successful results. You’ll also see a more efficient use of your resources and a greater return on your investment, because you won’t be wasting them on tactics that don’t work.


Benefits of Creating a Marketing Plan


A marketing plan offers several advantages to a business; it can help you:


       [image: ][image: ]  Determine whether there is a demand for your product or service


       [image: ][image: ]  Identify segments of potential customers most likely to buy the product or service from you


       [image: ][image: ]  Uncover your clients’ and prospects’ needs and wants


       [image: ][image: ]  Understand the advantages you offer clients over your competitors


       [image: ][image: ]  Generate more leads, orders, sales, and profits


       [image: ][image: ]  Research and reach out to new markets you might want to serve


       [image: ][image: ]  Test and measure your marketing campaign results


       [image: ][image: ]  Find and fix weaknesses in your assumptions and tactics


Typical questions that your marketing plan will help you answer include:


       [image: ][image: ]  “I just started my new business. How do I market?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “I’ve gone as far as I can. How do I expand my client base?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “What used to work isn’t working anymore. What should I do?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “Should I increase my marketing during the recession or cut back?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “A new competitor is stealing my clients. What can I do?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “How do I market my new service or product to my current clients?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “My industry is changing. How do I compete in the new internet age?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “Outsourcing to overseas competitors and price competition is killing us. Should we lower our prices to fight back?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “How can we command a premium price in an industry where our product or service is increasingly viewed as a commodity?”


       [image: ][image: ]  “More companies are doing what we offer in-house to save money. How can we get them to hire us to do some of the work?”


The actual process of writing your marketing plan will help you answer these questions. In examining your business thoroughly, you’ll learn what you know about the business and what else you need to learn to succeed.


The object here is not to create a perfect plan, and this too is not a small point. I see too many marketing consultants and corporate marketing professionals who treat writing the plan as the end in itself, and not the means to an end, which it is. Often these “overplanners” spend months creating the perfect plan, which ends up being the perfect unused plan.


Good marketing plans are simple and dynamic. Your marketing plan is a document that will change as your business evolves. The marketing tactics within it will not survive the yearlong period for which you wrote it. Why not? Because the first time you implement various campaigns, you will quickly know which promotions were good ideas and which aren’t going to pay off.


Smart marketers do not stubbornly stick with the written plan. Instead, they continue those strategies that generate a big return on marketing dollars (ROMD). The ones that don’t work are rethought, and new ideas are tested in their place.


So why bother writing a marketing plan for an entire year if it’s going to change? If you were planning a cross-country trip in your RV, you’d certainly carry a road atlas to supplement Siri and your GPS. The map is a guide to point the way. If one of the routes on the map is washed out, you don’t turn around and go back home. It’s much the same with a marketing plan. A marketing plan is your road map, and the point is to get started. As you learn more about your business, you’ll update your plan.


This book walks you through the 12 simple steps to launch your business into a new phase of success. It’s set up to allow you to complete your plan in as little as one weekend, though it may take you longer. So, make an appointment with yourself, and plan to spend Saturday and Sunday—or any other days or evenings you prefer—mapping out your road to success for your business. By the time we come to Step 10: Write Your Plan, most of your plan will be completed; you’ll simply need to combine your results from Steps 1 through 9.


We assume that you’re already in business and have a basic knowledge of your clients. If you don’t or you’re a new business, you’ll still find the information you need to create your marketing plan. Just know that you’re going to need to invest—yes, invest!—more than a day or two to produce a plan that works for you.


How This Book Works


To make our advice more specific and clear, we’ll follow a fictional company, Chiropractic Marketing Plans Inc. (CMP), as it works through the steps to update its own marketing plan. CMP is a four-year-old sole proprietorship, owned by Chandra Martin Perez. It’s located in the Los Angeles area. As its name indicates, the company specializes in writing marketing plans for chiropractic practices. CMP wants to increase its billings from $150,000 to $200,000 over the next year. Follow along as Ms. Perez conducts an annual review of her own marketing plan to determine how to achieve this growth.


Quick-Start Guide


Here are the 12 steps to writing a winning marketing plan at a glance. Each is covered in detail in its own chapter in the book. By reading this quick-start guide first, you can understand the market planning process in less than five minutes. The 12 steps are as follows:


Step 1: Harness the Power of Vision. If you’re like most small business owners, you’ll have days when you wonder why you ever thought running your own business was a great idea. On those days, you’ll need the power of your vision for your business to infuse you with the excitement you once knew. Don’t even think about going further until you have a clear vision of what you want this business to be. Step 1 is all about gaining that clarity.


Step 2: Decide What Business You’re In. The purpose of this step is to define the primary market you’ll focus on. By the end, you’ll describe your chosen well-defined niche.


Step 3: Get to Know Everything about Your Ideal Customer. Who is your ideal client? This step will help you define that for your business so you can focus your efforts and resources where they’re most likely to succeed.


Step 4: Who Is the Competition? Because you don’t do business in a vacuum, you need to know what other options your ideal client has to solve his or her problem. This step walks you through defining and evaluating your competition.


Step 5: Strategize: Position Your Business. Here’s where you’ll lay out the strategy for accomplishing your goals for the business. First, you need to position the business in the minds of your prospects and clients.


Step 6: Build Out Your Product Line. The main cost in business is the marketing expended to acquire a new customer. The main profits are in selling additional products and services to your base of existing customers. Without a broad line of related products and services, you leave most of these profits on the table.


Step 7: Assess Your Tactics. With your strategy spelled out, you’ll evaluate the best tools for implementing it. Because marketing usually requires more than one type of effort, you’ll choose three to five tactics to begin your implementation.


Step 8: Integrate Online and Offline Marketing. Small businesses that are not on the internet need to enter the 21st century, and internet marketers that do no offline promotion are missing opportunities to grow. Some marketers call this integration O2O for “offline to online,” because the offline tactics are increasingly oriented (though not exclusively oriented by any means) to driving the consumer online.


Step 9: Put Your Measurements in Place. You’ll need to assess whether the tactics you choose are working. That means you must have a standard for evaluating “success.” In this step, you’ll spell out how you intend to measure success.


Step 10: Write Your Plan. In this step, you’ll pull together all the decisions you made in Steps 1 through 9 to create your plan.


Step 11: Work It! Implementation. The point of creating this plan is to hit the ground running with focused action. In this step, you’ll map out your actions for the next 30 days.


Step 12: Review and Troubleshoot Your Plan. In business, every day is a learning experience. But most of us miss the benefits of those lessons because we don’t take the time to understand what we’ve experienced. In this step, you’ll plan your reviews and decide how you’ll troubleshoot when things don’t go according to plan. Then, start working your plan all over again.


Appendices. Here you’ll find a sample marketing plan for Chiropractic Marketing Plans and the forms created throughout the book. Consultants will also find information on how to charge for writing marketing plans; if you’re a business owner and choose not to write your own plan, you’ll know what to expect to pay someone else to write it.


In addition, since the publication of the first edition of this book, three relatively new marketing channels are undergoing explosive growth, and we have added a chapter on each in this second edition:


Chapter 13: Content Marketing. Using free information to help educate consumers and sell them your products.


Chapter 14: Mobile Marketing. Millions of consumers now consume content and read advertising on their smartphones rather than desktop devices, and marketers now create promotions specifically optimized for display and reading on mobile devices.


Chapter 15: Social Networking. Though there is huge disagreement among marketers as to the effectiveness and ROI of social media, it is undeniably one of the biggest and fastest growing marketing channels today.


There you have the 12 steps to creating and implementing a marketing plan that will help you grow your business every month plus guidance on three of the most important new marketing channels: content, mobile, and social.


Napoleon Hill wrote, “First comes thought; then organization of that thought into ideas and plans; then transformation of those plans into reality. The beginning, as you will observe, is in your imagination.” And so we begin with imagination and the creation of your powerful vision, mission, or central goal.
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There is a key aspect to the planning of marketing campaigns that differs depending on whether you are a corporate marketing manager or a small business owner or solopreneur. The former has to please only his employer; the latter seeks to create a business that rewards him personally as well as financially, delivering both the income and the lifestyle he seeks.


For the marketing manager at a corporation or a small business of which she is not the owner, the objective of the marketing plan is pretty much the same for every company: Create and implement a campaign that maximizes return on marketing dollars (ROMD). In other words, generate the maximum sales and profits for every dollar spent on marketing.


But for the marketing planner who is also the business owner, there is an added dimension to the planning process: vision. By this, we mean creating a marketing plan that not only maximizes ROMD, but also delivers the lifestyle the solopreneur or owner wants to get from her business.


To create a marketing plan that enables you to live this lifestyle, you need a clear vision of what your ideal lifestyle would be. For instance, I am a workaholic who puts in 12-hour days and has a relatively large work output. But I have colleagues in the businesses I am in—freelance copywriting and information products—for whom working only a few hours each day is paramount. Naturally, our businesses look wildly different, with our marketing plans tailored to achieving our goals and vision.


When I was a corporate marketing manager, my marketing plans were written strictly to maximize my employer’s ROMD. But if you own outright or are a partner or shareholder in a small business, you are writing a marketing plan that not only achieves the company’s goal but your personal vision of how you want to live your life. There are also many bigger companies that integrate a vision or mission statement into a marketing plan designed to make the vision a reality.


What Is Your Vision?


Too many business owners and managers have no clue about which way to go next. Are you one of them?


If so, what you need is a clear picture of your destination. You need a vision. Your vision—or in the parlance of corporate America, your “mission statement”—declares where your business is headed and what it will look like when it has arrived.


A mission statement tells you what success (for you) looks like. How else will you know when you’ve achieved it? Your marketing plan refocuses everything you do in your business into a series of planned, coordinated actions to create your vision.


Why are goals important? You’ve heard the old saying: “If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll never get there.” This is true for travel, for life, and in business. People say, “I want a business in which I make a lot of money,” but they can’t tell you what “a lot of money” is and have no specific income goal. They say, “I want to be successful in business,” but when you ask them exactly what that means, they can’t say.


The conventional definition of business success is money and size: how much money you earn per year, the gross annual sales of the business, number of employees, number of customers served, number of locations, and the net worth of the owner. But is that really accurate? Does it work for you? Or are your values different?


There is no right or wrong answer. Choose what works for you, and then design a marketing plan that enables your business to deliver both the income and the lifestyle you seek from it.


Design Your Business to Deliver the Lifestyle You Seek


The ideal business is one that delivers the income and lifestyle you desire, while enabling you to attain it doing work you enjoy and find both meaningful and satisfying, with and for people you care about.


Many businesspeople spend their days doing work they either actively dislike or do not care about so that they can own a big home or drive a luxury car. But during the workweek, you spend more than half your waking hours working. True happiness comes from being happy both at work and in the life you enjoy from the fruits of your labors.


To write a marketing plan for your business that enables you to achieve optimum reward both at work and at home, you need to visualize what you want in both venues. At work, do you want to be part of a team of bright, creative, enthusiastic professionals? Or do you dream of spending the day alone at your PC, in quiet and solitude, writing programs or balancing numbers on spreadsheets? At home, is it important that you are the envy of your friends and neighbors for your obvious wealth, living in the biggest, fanciest home on the block, or driving the most expensive cars? Do you desire with all your being to dine in five-star restaurants and join the best clubs? Or is your idea of happiness grilling franks and hamburgers with neighbors in your backyard? Think about your ideal day. What does it look like? How would you envision your tasks, your overall productivity? Taking some time to map that concept out can be worthwhile to your venture in the long run.


Does this exercise of writing down your ideal day pay any dividends, or is it just theoretical, touchy-feely nonsense? When I did it, I was skeptical, as I have never been a fan of self-talk or journaling. Just the act of doing this small bit of planning energized me, and that’s another advantage creating a marketing plan for your business can give you: the act alone of thinking about your marketing and putting your thoughts down on paper can get you excited and enthusiastic about going out there and promoting your product or service to the hilt.


Even better for me, somehow the goals contained within my ideal day description implanted themselves in my brain. Not everything in my ideal-day essay has come true, but I have moved toward it in several significant directions. A couple of years ago, I started an internet marketing business that generates a six-figure income and gives me significantly greater financial freedom than I had as a freelance writer. With the profits, we bought a weekend home with a dock on a beautiful lake in northwestern New Jersey, making the dream of living on the water come partially true.


My personal definition of success is a business that allows me to do what I want to do, when I want to do it—and conversely, avoid the things I don’t like to do—and get paid very, very well for it.


The key to happiness, in my view, is to figure out your ideal lifestyle and design a business that enables you to live that lifestyle, or as close to it as you can get. That includes both what you do to earn a living and how you spend your time outside of work.


The key to happiness is to figure out your ideal lifestyle and design a business that enables you to live that lifestyle, or as close to it as you can get.


Begin with the End in Mind


In the book Counterintuitive Marketing, authors Kevin Clancy and Peter Krieg define a vision as “a dream” and write that a “powerful vision looks outward. . . . [it] expresses the end.” Visions speak to our most passionate, deeply felt reasons for why we do what we do.


Your vision is your mental “big picture” of what your business can become. It clarifies your direction and presents clearly what the business is striving to become. In the process, it should instill a sense of purpose in everyone within your business. If it doesn’t, either the vision is not vivid enough or you have failed to express it clearly and passionately enough.


Paint a Picture of the Possible


Let’s look briefly at what you need to create a powerful vision statement:


       [image: ][image: ]  Paint a picture of the possible. Paint your vision powerfully. Shakespeare wrote, “In dreams begin our possibilities.” Ask yourself, “If I could create my business to be anything (and you can), what would it look like? When I dream about this business, what do I see? Why am I so passionate about this business?” Answer these questions in as much detail as you can, and then write it down.


       [image: ][image: ]  Describe your vision as if it has already come true. Write it in the present tense. Describe what you see as you look around. How does it feel? You’re developing a mental picture of your business as a success, so make it as vivid as possible. Describe whom you see, the sounds and smells around you, and the colors you’re experiencing. What are you thinking? What words capture this experience for you? Are you working alone? If not, describe the people who surround you. How has your company contributed to society or your local community? Have you tackled and changed a particular problem in your industry or community?


       [image: ][image: ]  Search yourself to gain an understanding of your main values. In corporate language, these are called your “core values.” Your vision should not only inspire you, but it must stretch you beyond your comfort zone as well. If necessary, rewrite your vision statement to ensure that it is consistent with these values.


       [image: ][image: ]  Communicate your vision to everyone involved in growing your business. Do it in a manner that inspires people and builds their commitment to the goals of the vision. As they share in the vision, it will evolve from something that is just your vision to “our vision.”


       [image: ][image: ]  Realize that your vision isn’t cast in stone. Expect it to evolve as your business evolves.


Why is a vision important for a small or solo professional business? Because it forces you to really know your ambitions for your business. A vision cannot be vague. It declares the outcomes you expect and becomes a guiding light that will lead your business forward. So make sure your vision statement clearly states the outcomes you intend to create.


The more vivid your experience, the greater permission you give your subconscious to dream big on your behalf. Webster defines a dream as “something that fully satisfies.” Is your vision fully satisfying? It will be your secret weapon on those days when you feel frustrated or are sure you can’t go any further with this business.


Here are a few examples of actual vision statements:


       [image: ][image: ]  Microsoft (original): “A personal computer in every home running Microsoft software.”


       [image: ][image: ]  eBay: “To provide a global trading platform where practically anyone can trade practically anything.”


       [image: ][image: ]  North Point Church: “To create a church that unchurched people love to attend.”


       [image: ][image: ]  Canadian Cancer Society: “Creating a world where no Canadian fears cancer.”


       [image: ][image: ]  Amazon: “To be Earth’s most customer-centric company; to build a place where people can come to find and discover anything they might want to buy online.”


       [image: ][image: ]  EABS Bank: “A bank account for every Kenyan.”


       [image: ][image: ]  Milwaukee Public Library: “Every person’s gateway to an expanding world of information. Providing the best in library service, we guide Milwaukeeans in their pursuit of knowledge, enjoyment, and lifelong learning, ultimately enriching lives and our community as a whole.”


       [image: ][image: ]  Sunset Playhouse: “[To be] the distinction between community and professional theater and . . . the region’s destination for experiences of artistic excellence, whether traditional in nature or daring and innovative in choice.”


       [image: ][image: ]  Bowling Inc.: “More people, bowling more often, having more fun.”


       [image: ][image: ]  American Red Cross: “We are the pacesetter and benchmark for excellence in nonprofit management and human service delivery for charitable organizations around the world.”


       [image: ][image: ]  Chiropractic Marketing Plans Inc. (our fictional company): “To be the planning resource chiropractors in Southern California think of first when looking for tools to grow their practice, because they know we know their industry even better than they do.”


Use a Vision Board to Make It Clearer


If you’re still having problems, try creating a “vision board.” Gather about a dozen magazines that you don’t mind ripping apart. Now, go through the magazines looking for pictures and words that speak to you. Don’t overanalyze this. If it speaks to you, rip it out and set it aside. (And if you don’t feel like going old school, create a Pinterest vision board.) Remember, our subconscious minds work in images, so all you’re doing here is working with something that comes naturally to your built-in problem-solving processes. Give yourself about a half-hour to do this exercise.


The reason to do this exercise is that seeing images is an aid to helping us visualize everything about our ideal business, including the lifestyle it will allow us to live and the customers we want to serve. If being able to drive a luxury car is important to you, find a picture of the car you want to own in a magazine and pin it on your vision board.


Bestselling author Sam Sinclair Baker used this technique to help visualize the audience he was writing for. He would find several pictures in magazines that he felt were representative of who his readers would be. He would then clip these and tape them to the edges of his PC monitor, so he would always be looking at them when he typed. In that way, he was better able to simulate having a conversation with them, and indeed, he was known for his conversational style of writing.


Now, place the images and words you ripped out in front of you. Using a poster board, take the words and images that speak most strongly to you and arrange them on the board. As you move the images around, something will begin to feel right to you. When this happens, you know you have placed the images where they should be.


Step back and look at what you have created. Write down any words, thoughts, and emotions that occur to you as you look at the images you created. Certain words will begin to recur as you work through this process. Include them in your vision statement.


Write your vision statement here:




[image: ]





Remember, it’s not etched in stone. You’ll review it monthly, and tweak it when it makes sense. Post your vision board someplace where you’ll see it daily. As your vision evolves or your goals change, update your vision board.


Let Your Vision Protect You from Making Bad Decisions


How does having a vision statement help you in day-to-day operations? It creates an easy test: Does this action move us closer to our vision of what we’re trying to become? Yes? Then do it. No? Then don’t.


This applies to decisions about clients; investments in equipment and real estate; whom you network with; organizations you may join; PR and marketing; new services you consider adding; new niches you consider serving; conferences, workshops, and boot camps you may attend; business books you may read; courses you might take; degrees or certifications you could pursue; and new skills you want to develop—literally, every aspect of the business. Let your vision guide you.




 






       Crafting Your Unique Selling Proposition (USP)


In 1961, Rosser Reeves published his classic book Reality in Advertising, in which he introduced the notion of the unique selling proposition, or USP. Today, the book is out of print and difficult to get. As a result, most businesspeople don’t know the original definition of a USP. Their lack of knowledge often produces USPs that are weak and ineffective.


According to Reeves, there are three requirements for a USP (and I am quoting, in the italics, from Reality in Advertising directly):


               1.  Each advertisement must make a proposition to the consumer. Each must say, “Buy this product, and you will get this specific benefit.” Your headline must contain a benefit—a promise to the reader.


               2.  The proposition must be one that the competition either cannot, or does not, offer. Here’s where the “unique” in unique selling proposition comes in. It is not enough merely to offer a benefit. You must also differentiate your product.


               3.  The proposition must be so strong that it can move the mass millions (i.e., pull over new customers to your product). The differentiation cannot be trivial. It must be a difference that is very important to the reader.


Why do so many small businesses struggle and so many advertisements fail? One reason is that the marketers have not formulated a strong USP for their product and built their advertising upon it. Formulating a USP isn’t difficult, but it takes some thinking, and many people don’t like to think. When you start creating advertising without first thinking about what your USP is, your marketing is weak because there is nothing in it to compel the reader to respond. It looks and sounds like everyone else’s, and what it says isn’t important to the reader.


In general, big companies achieve differentiation by building a strong brand at a cost of millions or even billions of dollars. Coca-Cola has an advantage because of its brand: If you want a cola, you can get it from a dozen soda makers, but if you want a Coke, you can only get it from Coca-Cola. Intel has achieved a similar brand dominance, at an extraordinary cost, with its line of semiconductors.


Most entrepreneurs are too small—and have too strong a need to generate an immediate positive ROI from their marketing—to engage in this kind of expensive brand building. So we use other means to achieve the differentiation in our USP.


One popular method is to differentiate your product or service from the competition based on a feature that your product or service has that they don’t. Here is an example: “M&M’s melt in your mouth, not in your hand.” Once M&M’s established this claim as their USP, what could the competition do? Run an ad that said, “We also melt in your mouth, not in your hand”?


As small businesses, we are compelled to create advertising that generates net revenues in excess of its cost. Reeves believed all advertising had to do this. He defined advertising as “the art of getting a USP into the heads of the most people at the lowest possible cost.” If I were to modify his definition, I would change it to “getting a USP into the heads of the people most likely to buy the product, at the lowest possible advertising cost.” But who am I to quibble with the master?
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     Action . . .


      Write Your Vision Statement


It’s time to create your own vision statement. Don’t worry about trying to make it perfect. What’s important at this point is to begin the conversation with yourself about the business you’re trying to create. Do this no matter how long you’ve been in business.


Begin with a clean sheet of paper. Imagine your business three to five years in the future, and answer the following questions.


             [image: ][image: ]  What service(s) do you perform? What products do you sell?


             [image: ][image: ]  For whom? (What types of clients? If you have specific clients in mind, list them.)


             [image: ][image: ]  Where is your business located? Do you work at home or in an office? Describe everything.


             [image: ][image: ]  You’ve just met yourself on the job. What do you do in the business? Are you an owner or a hands-on employee? Do you render the actual service clients buy or hire employees to do that while you manage and mastermind your business? What is your life like? What about your life makes you happy?


             [image: ][image: ]  How much do you and the business earn? (The amounts won’t be the same.)


             [image: ][image: ]  Do you have employees? If so, how many? What do they do? What value do they add to the business? What skills and training do they have? Be as specific as possible.


             [image: ][image: ]  What does this business look like when you sell it or turn it over to relatives?


             [image: ][image: ]  What does this business do better than any other? What are you known for? What makes you unique or different from your competitors? What is your unique selling proposition (see the sidebar on page 9)?


             [image: ][image: ]  How do you feel about this business? What inspires you about this business?


             [image: ][image: ]  What are the four or five keywords you use when describing your business to others? What are the words your clients use when describing what you do for them to others?


       Now, pull out the strongest words in your descriptions. Look for those words that trigger emotions for you. What jumps out for you? What words generate anticipation and passion when you read them on the paper? These words inspire you, and they belong in your vision statement. Your words should reference the type of client you serve, the service you provide, and the geographic coverage of your service.
















[image: ]


Now that you’ve painted a vision for your business, it’s time to clarify what business you’re in. But what does that really mean? It means defining exactly who you are, what you do for people, your primary product or service, and your business’s key streams of income. The first thing you need to do is solidify your elevator pitch.


Crafting Your Elevator Pitch


An elevator pitch is a 30-second answer to the question, “What do you do?” You need an elevator pitch because the question “What do you do?” is usually asked by complete strangers in casual circumstances. In these situations, you do not have a captive audience watching you go through your PowerPoint sales presentation, so your answer must be pithy and to the point.


Why does it matter how you answer the question “What do you do?” when speaking to someone you don’t know? Because you never know when the person you’re speaking to is a potential customer or referral source.


Most elevator pitches, unfortunately, don’t work because they are straightforward descriptions of job functions and titles, generating not much else aside from disinterest and a few yawns. For example, a fellow I met at a party told me, “I am a certified financial planner with more than 20 years’ experience working.” OK. But who cares?


Most elevator pitches, unfortunately, don’t work because they are straightforward descriptions of job functions and titles.


My friend, sales trainer Paul Karasik, has an antidote to the deadly dull elevator pitch. Karasik’s three-part formula can enable you to quickly construct the perfect elevator pitch. By “perfect,” I mean an elevator pitch that concisely communicates the value your product or service offers in a manner that engages, rather than bores, the other person.


What is the formula? The first part is to ask a question beginning with the words “Do you know?” The question identifies the pain or need that your product or service addresses. For a financial planner who, say, works mostly with middle-aged women who are separated, divorced, or widowed, and possibly re-entering the workplace, this question might be, “Do you know how when women get divorced or reenter the workforce after many years of depending on a spouse, they are overwhelmed by all the financial decisions they have to make?”


The second part of the formula is a statement that begins with the words “What I do” or “What we do,” followed by a clear description of the service you deliver. Continuing with our financial planner, she might say, “What we do is help women gain control of their finances and achieve their personal financial and investment goals.”


The third part of the formula presents a big benefit and begins “so that.” Here’s what the whole thing sounds like: “Do you know how when women get divorced or re-enter the workforce after many years of depending on a spouse, they are overwhelmed by all the financial decisions they have to make? What we do is help women gain control of their finances and achieve their personal financial and investment goals, so that they can stay in the house they have lived in all their lives, have enough income to enjoy a comfortable lifestyle, and be free of money worries.”


You can construct your elevator pitch today using Paul Karasik’s three-part formula:


       1.  First part. Ask a question beginning with the words “Do you know?” that identifies the pain or need that your product or service addresses.


       2.  Second part. Describe your service, beginning with the words “What I do” or “What we do.”


       3.  Third part. Explain why your service is valuable by describing the benefits it delivers, beginning with the words “so that.”


Choosing Your Niche


Customers today want to hire specialists, not generalists. And specialists are people who serve a narrow, targeted niche that is a segment of a larger field. If you do not already have a niche within the broader market you serve, ask yourself these questions:


Customers today want to hire specialists, not generalists.


       [image: ][image: ]  What do I like?


       [image: ][image: ]  What am I interested in?


       [image: ][image: ]  What am I good at?


       [image: ][image: ]  What do I have an aptitude for?


       [image: ][image: ]  What is my education?


       [image: ][image: ]  What do I know?


       [image: ][image: ]  What is my experience?


       [image: ][image: ]  What have I accomplished?


       [image: ][image: ]  Which of the above areas had the least competition?


       [image: ][image: ]  Which of the above areas pays high rates?


Your answers will help you identify either a niche market you want to service or a niche skill you want to offer.


Another way to select a niche is to start as a generalist. After 6 or 12 months, look at the work you have done and your customer base. Was there any area in which you had a lot of sales? For instance, one photographer I knew started as a generalist, but after a year, opened his portfolio and realized he had done a huge amount of industrial photography, which he decided to make his main niche. It worked because when he called on potential clients in manufacturing companies, he had a portfolio full of beautiful industrial shots to show them.


One question that comes up is, “Must I stick to only one niche, or can I have multiple niches?” Author Dan Poynter suggests three or four niches is probably the maximum. His niches are parachuting, self-publishing, how to make money as an expert witness, and taking care of older cats.


More than three or four niches and you begin to spread yourself too thin; you can’t be all things to all people. I recommend, for most service professionals, three niches, plus taking on other work outside them if it is offered (but not pursuing it).


Creating a Business to Fulfill Your Vision


Your vision might include helping everyone in your town who has back pain feel better, but then you have to decide whether you will open a chiropractic center, teach courses on managing pain, or invent a back brace to do it. You still have to define your business.


Who are your clients and prospects? Who will buy from you? Who is the right match for the particular expertise that you and your company offer? Everyone? Think again. Unless your product is money, realize only a limited number of people will want to purchase what you offer, no matter what it is. To prosper, you must figure out who those people are, what their need is, and whether you can offer a clear advantage to them while meeting that need. Many small businesses thrive by serving profitable market segments that larger companies ignore. This is known as niche marketing.
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