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Foreword

by Patrick Forsyth

Marketing matters

Marketing is a complex business. If resources are tight – as they often are in small and medium sized organisations – then it can be difficult to fit in, yet some ad hoc approaches that appear to make marketing action easier, less expensive and quicker can cause grave problems. As this book could be well described as an antidote to such approaches, setting out as it does clear guidelines designed to prompt practical, useful and effective action, perhaps getting the ‘what not to do’ aspect out of the way is a reasonable approach to a Foreword and to put readers in a constructive frame of mind to appreciate the rest of this book.

Marketing can be simplistically described as activity to bring in the business, it needs to be done effectively yet is rarely said to be easy. Marketing activity must be customer-focused, continuously deployed, creatively originated and deployed and a complex mix of activity organised and co-ordinated. It needs planning and a systematic approach, it needs . . . Enough. Surely there must be some straightforward approaches?

There are, of course (this book is full of them) but here my intention is to show the danger of pursuing what appears to be a ‘quick fix’; approaches that seem all too easy when budgets and time are under pressure. Several approaches, chosen as most commonly observed, can, in fact, cause problems.

Danger ahead

All the following might be described as forms of ‘ad hoc’ marketing. Such approaches include:

■  Doing something only when there is time: when workload permits do some marketing. But marketing activity must fit not your timing, but that inherent in the market and with customers. Failing to maintain continuity can quickly lead to so-called ‘feast and famine’: a situation with which many small firms are familiar. As a result, one minute there can be no prospects to follow and convert, the next – after a burst of activity – there can be too many simultaneous leads to deal with properly.

■  Convenient action: activities favoured because of some particular factor which makes them convenient – Mary’s got some free time this week, let’s get her on the telephone to a few people. Mary may not be up to it, and the telephone may not be the best form of contact.

■  Subcontracting: in other words, selecting marketing activity that you can get someone else to do. This seems easy, and is also easy to decide (everyone votes for something that will not involve them in any personal hassle). A quarterly newsletter that can be produced externally, perhaps by a public relations consultancy, is a good example. Many companies have got locked into producing such a thing, rejoiced that it is easy to do, then found that it does not produce good returns.

■  Familiarity: just because you may be good at something does not make it first choice for use. For example, a financial services firm stopped using cartoons on their promotional material after research showed that their clients viewed them as frivolous and inappropriate; much to the disappointment of the member of staff who loved drawing them.

■  On offer: for example in advertising. One firm of printers recently told me that almost all their promotional budget for the year had been spent progressively as magazines telephoned them – we have a special feature on promotional print and all your competitors are taking space. Some of this was no doubt useful, but the ideal mix demanded more.

■  What is fashionable: this is a form of copycat action and is never to be recommended (of course you can copy or adapt methodology, but there should always be reason for it beyond simply viewing it as good ‘because XYZ does it’). For example, how many accountants manage to make their budget briefings truly different from those of their competitors? Hardly a sign of original thinking.

■  Perpetuating the same action: sometimes a good idea continues in use beyond its sell-by date as it were, for no other reason than that it has become familiar and thus easy. Given a choice between more of the same and taking time to adapt or innovate, more of the same wins, and wins again, until method is stale and results confirm this. The antithesis of this can pay dividends.

■  Action unsupported by appropriate skills: if the personal skills that are involved are inadequate to the task then any good will be, at the least, diluted. For example, I recently attended the Budget Briefing of a local firm of accountants. Such events can work well and are well proven – but the poor standard of presentation (and lack of interest it sparked in the audience) negated any good effect. Similarly, a letter that I recently received was written personally. It contained an apology (don’t ask) and made sales points for the future. But it was so strikingly old-fashioned and full of officespeak as to negate its message entirely.

■  Panic action: this is never a good idea. If sales drop or competition increases and urgent action is required, then it is even more important than usual that action is thought through. Time spent in reconnaissance is seldom wasted. Ill-considered action, which might reflect other approaches listed here, is never likely to work as well.

Considered and co-ordinated

Marketing activity must not be skimped. It must surely be done properly or not done at all. That does not mean that nothing other than elaborate and expensive action will prove useful. The reverse may well be true. But action must be considered. A great deal hangs on it, so it is surely worth some thought.

For most organisations the phrase ‘marketing mix’ is right. There is rarely one technique that works so well others are unnecessary. A mix is needed. Consideration, not least of what works best in the market, must lead to sensible decisions about which mix is the current ‘best buy’ for you. Then activity must be deployed creatively – ideas are important to marketing, which continues to be as much an art as a science. And the various activities must be well co-ordinated to get the most from them. It is this co-ordination that can help maximise the simplest mix – where one thing builds on another, adding power, and becoming a plan of action that is best for one simple reason – it does work and brings in the kind of business required, when it is wanted. Key approaches include making sure marketing activity is:

■  reflecting a focus on customer attitudes, preferences and needs;

■  embodying a considered approach (preferably linked to a plan);

■  providing continuity – rather than acting in fits and starts;

■  creative – ideas matter;

■  well co-ordinated, so that different activities form a cohesive whole and act well together;

■  regularly rethought, revised and updated.

To emphasise that marketing action must be got right, let me mention a saying attributed to Beverly Sills: ‘There are no short cuts to any place worth going’. Good advice. And this timely book will surely help too. Its author is an experienced practitioner, we cross paths at CIM (Chartered Institute of Marketing) and I always find his perceptions and ideas useful. This book demonstrates his practical philosophy – whatever your marketing experience I believe you will find valuable ideas here that can help improve your marketing and profitability.

Patrick Forsyth is a consultant and trainer specialising in marketing and communications skills for professional service firms. He runs Touchstone Training & Consultancy and is a leading commentator on business matters with more than 50 successful business books published including: Marketing and Selling Professional Services (Kogan Page), The Management Speakers Handbook (How to Books) and Marketing: a guide to the fundamentals (The Economist).
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