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FOREWORD

Small businesses comprise a growing number of today's companies and a large segment of the U.S. economy for several reasons. Independent-minded visionaries who embrace the challenge of running a business have represented the majority of entrepreneurs for centuries. These entrepreneurs have since been joined by individuals seeking career alternatives in response to layoffs, downsizings, or inflexible workplace cultures. In addition, technological advances have made it easier for the small home-based business to compete with larger corporations. The dream of owning a business has become a reality for millions of Americans.

Individuals turn to entrepreneurship as a way to control their own destiny, balance their work and family lives, and fulfill their dreams. At Office Depot, I have witnessed the relentless spirit of entrepreneurs as they seek to distinguish themselves by becoming experts in their fields and surpassing every customer expectation. Nancy Michaels, the coauthor of Off-the-Wall Marketing Ideas, distinguished herself with me by bidding $1,050 in a charity auction to lunch with me and share her great idea for in-store customer seminars.

Succeeding in small business today presents a formidable challenge. As entrepreneurs, you are required to wear many hats in the beginning stages of your ventures. You often serve as accountant, lawyer, business strategist, marketer, technology expert, administrator, and human resource manager. The ability to market a business successfully while playing so many roles is difficult but critical.

Off-the-Wall Marketing Ideas offers inspiring stories and real-life examples of ways that you can grow your business. The visionaries featured in this book are shining examples of ordinary individuals who saw past immediate obstacles, remained committed to their dreams, and found ways to stand above the competition. Creativity—not money—is the key to success in every story and example.

Reading this book will inspire, motivate, and guide you to achieve more than you dreamed possible for your business. But don't just read Off-the-Wall Marketing Ideas—use the ideas within to yield immediate, incredible results.

Bruce Nelson 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, Office Depot, Inc.


 

PREFACE

Why work for someone else?

That question seems to be the rallying cry for more and more Americans—and with good reason. Job security is a thing of the past. Downsizing is the norm. And one person doing the work of two people seems to be standard business practice. The Great American Dream Job that promised security, two weeks’ vacation, and a pension plan has all but disappeared.

It’s no wonder, then, that there’s an entirely new American Revolution going on. Today there are thousands of new businesses forming every day. In 1998, the number of people working full time at a home-based business grew by 1.1 million, to 14.3 million. The 1999 figures are expected to increase by 1.2 million. Self-employment, it seems, has become a growth industry.

However, the thousands of folks working at home and pursuing their dreams are finding that in addition to doing the work, they must frequently find their work, and their clients, much like an actor or a freelance writer. And for many professionals, their training is limited to that of their industry, not marketing. Let’s face it—corporate America doesn’t necessarily train you to promote yourself or your business. Marketing your own business— especially one that you may have risked almost everything for—requires a different orientation, especially when you don’t have a large budget or even a staff to support you.

There’s also an anti-marketing bias in our culture, which tells people not to “brag” about themselves, even if they’re just enlightening others about their product, service, or business. If you talk to children, they are usually eager to tell you about their most recent accomplishment; however, somewhere down the road, parents and society teach us to stifle discussion about ourselves. As a result, we grow up believing that it is inappropriate to discuss ourselves in public, even if we do it in the name of educating others about what we have to offer.

Having enough money to get started—or to just get by—is one thing. But having enough chutzpah, and an understanding of how to market yourself, make your business visible, and get the word out about it, is quite a different story. Especially in an ever-changing marketplace that’s filled with competition.

That’s where this book comes in. We have uncovered hundreds of proven and time-tested marketing secrets, and then backed them up with inspiring, true-life success stories. Stories that you can relate to, which come right from the entrepreneurs themselves.

Our goal is to give you the “do-it-yourself ” tools to help you turn ignorance into knowledge, inaction into proaction, and doubt into confidence.

Although we hope the information will inspire and entertain you, our most important goal is to educate you about marketing your business. There’s no better place to strive and succeed than America—the land of opportunity, a place where hundreds of hard-working people have gone from rags to riches.

Here’s to following in their footsteps and achieving the Great American Dream for yourself!

Nancy Michaels

Debbi J. Karpowicz


 

INTRODUCTION

There is only one success—to be able to spend your life in your own way.
CHRISTOPHER MORLEY (1890–1957), AMERICAN NOVELIST AND POET

In the new millennium, as more and more people join the ranks of the self-employed, the most important small business enterprise will be you. However, what good is it if no one knows about your small business? How do you attract customers? How do you achieve instant name recognition and keep your name out there? How do you create and project the image you want? How do you maintain— and increase—your visibility? How do you become known as an authority in your industry? How do you outsmart the competition and also compete with the “big guys” on a fraction of their budget?

Thousands of individuals at all stages of their business development have shared with us their frustrations and challenges—with everything from creating an identity and positioning their product or service, to dealing with the media and achieving positive publicity for their small business. Small business owners need to become self-reliant in marketing their business, because there’s no in-house marketing departments that they can rely on—at least not in the very beginning. The only one you can depend on is you. You are the product or service that you are marketing, in the same way that big companies pitch everything from bubble gum and toothpaste to cosmetics and fast foods.

How do you start? How do you prioritize what needs to be done first? How do you package your business? How do you learn about the resources available? This book is organized in six separate sections to answer all your questions and to give small business owners the nuts and bolts of successful marketing, promotion, and publicity, in an easy, do-it-yourself, step-by-step program that makes sense.

AN IDEAL BUSINESS-OWNER HANDBOOK, FILLED WITH RESULTS-PROVEN TIPS

Part I focuses on personal packaging, creating your identity, and projecting a memorable, marketable image. Part II shows you how to form strategic alliances among your friends and colleagues to help you reach your professional goals.

Part III discusses how you can gain credibility as an authority by becoming an expert in your field. We’ll show you how to become a sought-after writer and speaker, and then a “personality.” In Part IV, you’ll learn the power of pizzazz by easily implementing some Madcap Marketing tactics to further set yourself—and your business—apart.

Part V addresses how you can give back to the community— and reap more from it than just a good feeling about contributing to a good cause. As we enter the millennium, with a spirit of giving back and doing good, we’ll show you how to design a Civic Marketing program that is strategic and complementary to all of your other marketing efforts—in addition to being the right thing to do.

Part VI helps you make the most of all of the marketing tools you have already implemented. At this point you’ll be ready to reap the rewards of good publicity from media exposure. We’ll demystify the ins and outs of presenting story ideas, creating relationships, and working with local and national press.

REAL-LIFE EXAMPLES THAT YOU CAN IMPLEMENT TODAY

Our book is unique because we not only name and discuss these strategies, but also back up our advice with proven, real-life examples from a wealth of big and small businesses. If you’ve ever wondered how big companies such as Estee Lauder, Avis, and The Hair Club for Men, among others, marketed themselves when they were small, you’ll find the answers in this book.

Readers will also learn about small companies that may not be household names but have “made it” by using one, if not more, of the marketing strategies we describe. Wouldn’t you like to discover the “make-or-break” marketing techniques that made all the difference for these businesses?

You’ll discover a treasure-trove of ingenious, affordable, results-proven tips that come right from the entrepreneur’s mouth.

AN INSPIRATIONAL, FASCINATING READ— FILLED WITH INVENTIVE CASE STUDIES

This book is also a fascinating read from a human-interest perspective. It offers brief case studies that explain, in a nutshell, the marketing tools that small business owners and entrepreneurs successfully implemented. The examples given, many of them rags-to-riches, are simple, yet brilliant. For example, readers will discover the ingenious strategy that Barry Potekin used when he desperately needed to spread the word about his new Chicago-based restaurant, Gold Coast Dogs. (Every day for a year, he took a quick cab ride for a few blocks, talking and marketing himself to cabbies who, in turn, promoted Gold Coast Dogs to their riders.) Then there’s the case of California inventor Julie Sautter, who pitched her lifelike Curves breast enhancers not only when the WonderBra became big, but at a time when women feared breast implants. (Sautter gave her creation for free to TV stars and costume designers.) You’ll also meet Jim and Amy Dacyczyn, a Maine couple who turned their Tightwad Gazette into a million-dollar enterprise. (It all started with a simple press release.) Former innkeeper Deedy Marble is another great example; her Governor’s Inn in Ludlow, Vermont, eventually was voted “Inn of the Year.” (Marble’s first successful technique was to write a Boston furrier, suggesting her property as a backdrop for their photo shoots.)

This book, in an up-close-and-personal way, showcases small business people from all walks of life—practically from A to Z. They include Aestheticians, Bridal-Shop Owners, Dog Walkers, Disc Jockeys, Florists, Graphic Designers, Gourmet Store Owners, Insurance Agents, Interior Decorators, Inventors, Innkeepers, Ice Cream Purveyors, Lawyers, Pawnbrokers, Restaurateurs, Salon Owners, Therapists, Writers, you name it!

Their stories are inspirational and fun to read, as well as filled with valuable information that readers can implement immediately.

A MIND-TEASING BOOK THAT INSPIRES YOUR OWN CREATIVITY

We are sure that after reading these eye-opening and often amusing stories and anecdotes, your imagination will go into overdrive, and you’ll come up with your own inventive strategies, tailor-made for your particular small business.

DO IT YOURSELF—ON A DIME

The hundreds of tricks-of-the-trade are first-class, but designed for no-frills budgets. Filled with nuggets of priceless, clever suggestions, this book offers success tips on a shoestring. And they really work! Why break the bank if you don’t have to?

AN EXCELLENT RESOURCE GUIDE

Best of all, this book is designed to be placed on your desk and constantly referred to. We have included a wealth of resources that can make your marketing efforts easy as can be. To replicate these lists would be time-consuming; that’s why we did it for you.

In short, we have designed this book to be a user-friendly, practical approach to marketing your start-up or small business. We hope that you will discover numerous “make-or-break” marketing techniques that will catapult your small company to big success.


 

PART ONE

PERSONAL PACKAGING


 

ONE 

PROJECT A PROFESSIONAL IMAGE

Business has only two basic functions— marketing and innovation.

PETER DRUCKER

1. Have a conversation with yourself.

2. Make your first impression your best impression.

3. Develop a signature style.

Imagine, for a moment, that you are on the TV show Family Feud. The subject is “McDonald’s.” What’s the first thing you think of? Chances are, it’s not so much “hamburgers” as “golden arches.” Ray Kroc probably didn’t realize it back in 1954 when he first saw the drive-in concept of the McDonald Brothers in San Bernardino, California—but those golden arches proved to be a consistent corporate logo, and one that is instantly recognizable.

If there’s any one thing that an entrepreneur can do for himself, it’s to “McPosition” himself, and create an easily identifiable, consistent image that all customers will recognize—even before they read the name on the sign (or the envelope, for that matter).

1. HAVE A CONVERSATION WITH YOURSELF.

Sounds pretty elementary, right? But just think about what would have happened if McDonald’s hadn’t created a consistent image right at the start. Let’s say that it had arches only at one location and that its corporate colors in New Haven were different than the shades used in Paris, or that its french fries were cooked differently in every location. If this were the case, McDonald’s entire marketing strategy would be lost on customers, who would be left dazed and confused. Today, most people only have to see the golden arches to instantly know what they represent—and to derive a sense of comfort in already knowing what to expect. (This, of course, was what attracted “the accidental tourist” in the eponymous novel.)

So what can you, the small business owner, learn from this? That you must create a positive corporate image where everything works together with your product or service—you, all printed materials, and your surroundings.

[image: 9781580622059_0023_001]

Remember—it all starts with a good name. After all, you’ve got to name the baby something! But a small business owner has to create a catchy name that fits several criteria: it should sound good; look good when reproduced on paper (stationery, business cards, etc.); differentiate itself from the competition; and, nowadays, also have a Web domain that’s not already taken. A great name is simple, memorable, easy to find in the phone book (don’t start your name with a number), and should define your unique selling proposition. Staples is a great name for an office-supply superstore. And the DieHard battery says it all.

Here’s how to start:

QUESTIONS SMALL BUSINESS OWNERS SHOULD ASK:

• What is my business?

• What is unique about it?

• How do I want my business to be remembered by others?

• Who am I appealing to—past, current, and prospective clients; vendors; media; colleagues; others?

• What do I hope to accomplish?

• How do I communicate myself nonverbally through body language, clothing, physical appearance, and voice? How could those characteristics be translated onto paper?

• What could I do to set myself apart that would be consistent with my business or industry?

• What have my competitors done?

After you have answered these questions, apply your strategy to yourself, your marketing materials, and your business atmosphere. The key is not only to develop an excellent corporate image, but one that is consistent with your business.

2. MAKE YOUR FIRST IMPRESSION YOUR BEST IMPRESSION.

Twenty-something Jennifer Kushell of California founded the International Directory of Young Entrepreneurs while a student at Boston University. Kushell wore a professional business suit to class every day, while her counterparts typically showed up in jeans. Kushell’s polished appearance impressed her fellow students and teachers—and also instilled great confidence in herself. “When I wear jeans people think I’m as young as eighteen; in a suit they think I’m thirty,” says Kushell. “I have different conversations with people; they talk to me about business. In jeans and a sweatshirt, people ask me about school and my social life. I wear suits at airports—definitely—in restaurants, and always at business meetings. My friends at BU told me that it intimidated them, but my professors loved it. They treated me better. They called on me more frequently and gave me respect. My opinions were taken seriously. People definitely treat you better when you dress well.”

Let’s face it—you never get a second chance to make a first impression. As a small business owner, you become the embodiment of your company; you also become a public person, which has ramifications. Whether you’re running to the grocery store— or running an important meeting—it’s important that you create a positive reflection of your company. If you were an owner of an all-natural granola company based in Vermont, customers would expect you to dress in plaid shirts and Birkenstock shoes, which convey an earthy feeling; if outfitted in Armani, customers might not take you—and your business—very seriously. By the same token, a successful financial advisor who waltzes around in crunchy-granola Birkenstocks also doesn’t create an appropriate, consistent image.

It’s common knowledge that we form our opinions of people within the first few minutes of meeting them; the same is true for businesses. When potential customers first learn of your company, they make assumptions, so you want to market your business in a way that ensures that all of their assumptions—and opinions—are positive.

The key is to develop and maintain a professional image that’s consistent with your business—most of the time. That means even going to the supermarket or running errands; after all, you might bump into a colleague or client, right?

The bottom line is that the way you dress and present yourself affects your credibility. And you want to be taken seriously and inspire confidence in your customers, n’est-ce pas?

[image: 9781580622059_0025_001]

3. DEVELOP A SIGNATURE STYLE.

Susan Bixler, an Atlanta-based corporate image consultant and author of The New Professional Image, says that “in business, we want others immediately to recognize our presence as being self-assured and thoroughly competent.” Bixler goes on to say, “Professional presence is a blend of poise, self-confidence, control, style and savoir-faire that can empower us to command respect in any situation.”

WHAT’S YOUR IMAGE IQ?

An effective wardrobe and business image is achieved by taking your internal credentials and making them more visible. This is especially critical for the self-employed, says image consultant Susan Bixler. It is the most powerful and visual means you have of framing and demonstrating your education and experience to the outside world.

It links your skills and competencies with how others perceive you. It will immediately establish your credibility and also give you a powerful competitive advantage, Bixler adds.

Here are some items to consider every day before you dress for work. Remember, dress to fit not only your physique, but the environment as well.

Women:

Add a jacket, cardigan, or blazer to create a dressier and more formal business look. Err on the side of more formal, not less. (Ivana Trump once said that when you’re overdressed, you’ll still wind up taking control of the room!)

Consider color selection. Black, navy, dark brown, and deep shades of gray create the most authoritative looks. Red, hunter green, and cobalt blue are also powerful, and add more visual interest. Pastels are light and feminine and mix great with authority colors. They are also more expensive and time-consuming to maintain than darker colors, so purchase with caution. Select high-quality, comfortable fabrics. If the fabric is wrong, the garment will never be right.

Understate accessories. Jewelry should not be overdone. Haircut and color, plus makeup and nail grooming are essential. But again—less is more. Neutral hosiery is the most professional. Opaque hosiery is more casual. Your shoes should match or be darker than the hemline. Most women wear the same three pairs over and over, so quality—not quantity— is important. Check the “walk-away” view in the mirror. We are seen more from the back and the sides, than we are from the front.

Men:

The suit is still the power look, if that’s what you wish to create. Add a coordinating blazer or jacket over a shirt and trousers, to dress up a casual look.

Traditional suit colors have remained the same for years: gray and navy. Add texture or patterns to create interest and character. Business casual is generally khaki trousers with a contrasting shirt color. Darker cotton golf-shirt colors will look worn-out more quickly, because the color will fade. Fabric accounts for two-thirds of the cost of a garment, whether it’s a suit or casual shirt. Although it costs more for finer fabrics, they drape and launder better, and will hold their shape and resist stains better.

The only acceptable jewelry for a man is a watch. Own two: a dressy one for traditional business clothing and a casual timepiece for informal attire. Shoes should match—or be darker than—the trousers. The belt should match the shoes. Both should be in leather—not vinyl, or manmade. If it’s too small when you’re standing up—the garment will be really uncomfortable when you sit. Go up a shirt collar size if you need to. No one sees your label—but everyone views the fit.

It may seem obvious, but a professional image includes an easy-to-care-for hairstyle (not mountains of ringlets or a shaved head); clean hair (this is an understatement); a face devoid of tattoos or piercings; and business attire (such as a jacket or suit and not jeans). It also includes:

• Being meticulously groomed

• Being immaculately dressed

• Having a firm handshake

• Looking people right in the eye

• Introducing yourself to others

• Addressing people by their name

• Showing good manners

• Having good posture
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Adds Bixler: “Our objective in meeting others is to establish comfort, trust, and rapport and it’s not always easy.”

Motivational speaker Patricia Fripp, for example, always wears an unusual, bigger-than-life hat as part of her overall marketing strategy to get noticed and be remembered. Her trademark toppers give her a visual edge that entices positive comments from people and thus, starts a conversation. “Strangers who would not talk to anyone else, start conversations with me,” Fripp says. Washington gumshoe Matt Drudge, gossipmonger and author of “The Drudge Report” on the Internet, frequently shows up on TV shows such as Politically Incorrect wearing a ’40s-style hat, to make himself appear as a “private eye.”

As your business expands, your business identity will evolve. New ideas, services, and products will constantly emerge as your business becomes a dynamic, growing force in an ever-changing marketplace.

Remember: as a small or micro-business owner (which employs fewer than four people), you are your business. So when you are marketing your company, you are really promoting yourself. Your customers will not know about you unless you tell them. Regardless of the cultural pressure to conform and remain quiet about your achievements, it’s important that you talk your talk—and walk your walk.

Gary Goldberg, a financial planner based in upstate New York, did just that when he started his business. Goldberg spent a few weeks walking around the parking lot at a local mall, handing out flyers and introducing himself to people, telling them that he was starting a new business. What he did was so untraditional that the local newspaper wound up doing a feature story on him as a result of his efforts!

One rule of thumb: Put aside any tendencies to downplay your strengths for the sake of appearing modest. There is no place for modesty in self-marketing, especially when your budget is small and the competition fierce! Self-promotion does not mean bragging, and boring others with how great you are; it simply means making others aware of your business and the services and advantages that it offers. Forget the cultural anti-marketing bias that we all feel. To succeed, you must inform others about you and your business! Sometimes all it takes is describing your business in one succinct sentence: “I manufacture award-winning widgets, which are exclusively used in hospitals and assist my clients in achieving enormous profits.” Wow! A statement like that is bound to arouse curiosity, which is exactly what you want to do.

After you project a professional image in person, you can replicate it in other areas, which is what the next two chapters are all about.


 

TWO 

MAINTAIN A PROFESSIONAL LOOK ON PAPER

Quality is remembered long after the price is forgotten.

STANLEY MARCUS

1. Create the brand called “you.”

2. Make every communication count.

3. Create your promotional kit.

Your image on paper is just as important as your appearance in person. After all, you want your business to stand out and be easily identifiable—literally, to separate itself from the pack. However, your image on paper—stationery, business cards, labels, and more—absolutely must mesh with your corporate identity.

1. CREATE THE BRAND CALLED “YOU.”

When Alexandra Stoddard began her interior-design company, she took $3,000 of her savings, went to Tiffany & Co., and ordered stationery and business cards in geranium red. Walter Hoving, then the president of Tiffany, told her, “Your clients don’t come to you for a handout. They expect to pay for quality and innovative ideas.”

[image: 9781580622059_0030_001]

At the same time, Stoddard also sought to advertise her company in an unusual—yet cost-effective way. So she had bright red shopping bags emblazoned with her logo and gave them to all of her friends to carry around in New York. She admits it was “an army of walking signs.”1
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Another inspired example of a consistent corporate image can be found at The Blaze Company, a marketing and public relations firm in Venice, California. Owner Marci Blaze had her husband, a graphic designer, create her letterhead—stationery whose edges are burned with a torch to create the burned, “blaze” effect. Says Blaze: “The handblown torch letterhead is time-consuming and expensive, but it’s cheap compared to what it brings in as far as attention. … My laser printers have blown out because of the ash. My computer consultant said to get new letterhead and I told him that he should get me two new laser printers, because the three thousand dollars I’m going to spend on printers will far outweigh the cost of my not using my torched letterhead and business cards. It’s an immediate visual identity.… My name is Blaze and it worked for me to use it in my company name and on paper.”

[image: 9781580622059_0030_003]

Blaze’s last name also lends itself to other memorable marketing. During the 1992 Yuletide season, she had a thousand oversized matchbooks sent out with her logo and the message, “Warmest Wishes.” In 1993 the company also donated to the Red Cross when fire hit the Malibu area.

[image: 9781580622059_0031_001]

Blaze is simply following the example of big businesses that spend millions of dollars on corporate identity to make their companies easily identifiable. With a little savvy, you can create a corporate image that looks like a million bucks—only costs much less. Here’s how.

DON’T BE SEEN AS A SNORE
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