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The Basics of Marketing a Small Business

The way you market your small business is as important as the quality of your company’s products and services. This arti-

cle outlines the basics of marketing a small business from building a company website, to making the most of referrals, to

following up with past customers.

Savvy business owners know that marketing a small business effectively doesn’t require a massive adver tising budget.

You will need to set aside some money in your budget, but the most effective mar keting consists of direct referrals, net-

working directly with your target customers, and creating an online presence (such as a website and social media partici-

pation). A huge adver tising blitz isn’t always the right choice (and it certainly isn’t in every small business’ budget).

Lear n the basics of marketing a small business with the following guidelines.

1. Build a great website. Prospective customers search the internet when choosing what service or product to pur-

chase. A professional presence on the web is important for driving consumers through your doors. A simple, easy to

navigate site is perfect as long as it’s not a bare-bones site. Project professionalism and quality through your web-

site. And avoid playing hide and seek with prices by being up front about what a customer can expect from your

products and services.

2. Optimiz e your company website . In addition to building a business website, you will want to optimize it for search

engines. Search engines such as Google and Yahoo use complex algor ithms to match certain search terms with

search results. By continually optimizing your site, you can assure that your business pops up near the top of

searches. For example, if someone types in "beauty salons in Albany", and your site is optimized for those keywords,

your business can be near the top of the search results.

3. Consider social media publicity. The internet is a place where people talk and are talked about. With the emer-

gence of social networ king applications that allow customers to rate businesses (such as Yelp), Facebook -- where

companies can build pages and have "fans", blogging, and microblogging---there is a virtual guarantee that your

small business may be the topic of a tweet, a comment, or a blog post. When marketing a small business, consider

being active on social media avenues, and weigh out any concer ns regarding privacy. If you do forge ahead, be sure

to maintain professionalism.

4. Encourage word of mouth referrals from existing customers. The best, and cheapest, for m of marketing a small

business is from the mouths of your current customers. People trust their friends’ opinions over an adver tisement in

a newspaper, radio, or television and you should take advantage of this built-in marketing tool. Offer customers dis-

counts on future purchases for each new customer they refer.

5. Targ et your customers and understand how to reach them. Understanding your target audience is critical to get-

ting the most value out of your marketing dollar. Taking an ad out in a major newspaper may get you little response,

while reaching out to an influential blogger or listing in a local circular may net you greater value. If you own a restau-

rant, it makes sense to create relationships with local reviewers, critics, and "foodie" websites and bloggers. A simple

investment of your time can net big results if you know where your target customers congregate or what they read.

6. Use the press to get the word out. If you have a compelling story, use it to full effect. Get the word out to a local

media source and they may feature your business in an article or television segment. Even if you don’t’ believe your

stor y is wor thy of a news stor y, make an effor t to stay friendly with local media sources and they may remember your

business when they do a related piece.

7. Be passionate about what you do. Your enthusiasm for your business will drive more business your way because

customers are naturally drawn to those who love what they do. You define your business in the way you conduct

yourself in day to day operations. Mar keting a small business is only as strong as the product and people in the busi-

ness, and projecting passion and professionalism is essential in successfully connecting with potential customers.



8. Sur vey your customers. The best way to understand what your target customers want is to go directly to the

source. Find out why they come to your business, what products/services they like the most (and which they dislike),

and anything they would like to see more/less of in the business. By doing this, you can cater to your customers and

lear n how to best market yourself to the rest of the public.

9. Follow up on ever y sale and customer. You should keep a database of customers so that you can follow up on

their exper ience in the store and keep them updated on sales, discounts, and new ser vices or products you’re offer-

ing.

10. Be wary of branding based on price. While consumers are sensitive to pricing, by adver tising your business as

the lowest price, it’s essentially a race to the bottom and there will always be someone who’s willing to go even

lower. As an alter native to proclaiming how "cheap" your products or services are, focus on the value customers will

receive. By equating your business to quality and value for the dollar, you can better insulate your business from

competitors who undercut your prices.

11. Referral exchang es with related businesses and promotional events. You can kill two birds with one stone by

creating relationships with neighboring or related businesses and increasing customer awareness through cross pro-

motional adver tising or events. If you own a beauty salon, you might approach a neighboring bar or restaurant to

host a happy hour event with them providing food and you providing an attractive, young clientele and free samples

of your products or discounts on a future visit. Businesses that aren’t in direct competition can help each other enor-

mously by wor king in conjunction.

There are many different ideas for effectively marketing a small business, but remember that it starts with a great product,

a passion for the business, and building upon your networ k of existing customers. It’s called a customer base for a reason

-- a successful business builds upon it.
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