Q: Steve – I once saw you give a speech on “Shoestring Marketing.” What about shoestring advertising? I would like to advertise more, but, especially these days, I have a limited budget. Any ideas how I can get the word out? 

Zoe

A: I always say that being in business is like being alone in a dark room – you know you are there, but no one else does. So how do you turn on the light and let people (that is, new customers) know you are there? By advertising.
But you are right – too many advertising choices are quite expensive – television, newspapers, radio, and so on. The reason is because with those mediums you are reaching a lot of people – and you pay for that reach. The problem of course is that, for many small businesses, many of those folks you may reach by mass media advertising have no interest in what you are selling.

Thus, reaching them is not only expensive, but is actually a waste of money.

For example, say you own a nice little shoe shop and decide to place an ad for a week in the local paper. That ad may cost you say, $1,500, and you may reach 200,000 people, but if most of those folks are not going to drive across town to frequent your business, reaching all of them is a waste of money.

You need to sell a lot of shoes to make a profit on a $1,500 a week ad.

That is why it is often better for the small business to focus its advertising much more narrowly and try and reach only those people who really may buy what it is selling.

Here are two great ways to do so, one well known, one less so, but both very effective:
1. E-newsletter advertising: Let’s say you sell products for dog owners. Sure, you could advertise in some expensive pet magazine, but, as indicated, not only may the results be iffy, but they will surely be expensive too.

Consider this alternative: Research the most popular dog / pet websites. Find one or two that you really like and which also seems to target your desired dog-owner demographic. Then look at their e-newsletters; many of the big sites offer more than one. 
Then buy ad space in that e-newsletter. 
E-newsletters are highly targeted and you will thereby be reaching only those people who are most likely to buy what you are selling. Moreover, as the number of people you will be reaching will be far less than with that newspaper, you can expect to pay a fraction of the cost.

Yet you just may get better results! 
E-newsletter advertising works and is affordable because you are selling only to a self-selected group interested in what you have to offer. These folks have opted-in and probably look forward to getting the e-newsletter. 

Bonus feature: Because you will be associated with this site, you earn extra credibility.

2. Pay-per-click: Yes, we have all heard how great pay-per-click advertising is. After all, Google did not become Google for no reason.
But have you tried it?

Pay-per-click works because the same concept is at work here as with an e-newsletter campaign, namely, you are paying to advertise only to those people most likely to want what you are selling, that is, people who put in your search terms and who then click you ad. They don’t click, you don’t pay.
And remember, Google isn’t the only game in town. Other online advertising networks to check out are:

· MSN AdCenter

· Yahoo Search Marketing

· MIVA
· Superpages

The nice thing about pay-per-click and e-newsletter advertising is it does not cost much at all to try them, yet the rewards can be tremendous.

Today’s Tip: What are the key impediments to small business growth? According to a great book I just read, the answers are, “stupid systems, pointless policies and/or muddled management.”
The book in question is The Milkshake Moment by Steven S. Little (note: Steve and I write for the same publisher, Wiley.) Well written, interesting, and full of great advice and stories, the book is both an excellent primer on how to take your business to the next level as well as a lesson in how to empower your employees. Check it out!
