Q: I was wondering if you could tell me how co-op advertising works? 
Maggie

A: If you have never heard of co-op advertising, pull up a chair – you are about to learn of an amazing – and highly affordable – way to get the word out about your business. 

Let me illustrate it with a little story: I once knew the owner of a small pet store who was having a very rough go of it. Sales were down, the economy was in the doldrums, budgets were tight. (Sound familiar?)
One day, a representative for a major dog food company came in the store, looking to create a new customer. But aside from offering a good product, the rep also came armed with a bucket of co-op advertising funds. The rep explained that if the shopkeeper would begin to carry the dog food in his store, the manufacturer would support the effort with this deal: If the store mentioned the dog food in its ads, the dog food company would help pay for the ads.
The rest, as they say, is history. The store owner knew a good deal when he saw one. He took the rep up on the offer and began an ad blitz. The manufacturer paid for 60% of the ads and business boomed. A relationship was born. The owner ended up opening three more stores, and credits much of the turnaround to that first co-op ad campaign.
Co-operative advertising is an arrangement between a manufacturer, wholesaler, or distributor and a small business whereby the wholesaler helps to pay for some or all of an ad run by that business (typically, the amount paid for by the wholesaler is 50% and up, and 100% is not unheard of.) The catch is that the wholesaler’s product must get a clear mention in the ad, i.e. “Now Featuring Organics® All Natural Dog Food!” 

Literally billions of dollars are available every year in co-op ad funds, and they can be used in just about any medium:
· Television and radio

· Newspapers and magazines

· Yellow page and outdoor ads
· Internet and e-media

Aside from money, the wholesaler may assist with graphics and point-of-purchase displays, as well as ad creation and even media-buying. 
It is no surprise why retailers love co-op advertising – it allows them to advertise at the fraction of their normal cost. But that’s not all. Not insignificantly, the opportunity to co-brand with leading manufacturers is a big part of the attraction. Customers like brands. Brands lend credibility. As such, co-op advertising allows small businesses to build their brand via co-branding. 

What’s in it for the manufacturer? Plenty. Co-op advertising sells product. It helps foster relationships with their distribution channel, the small business retailer. And it also helps build their brand in a local way: By teaming with local small businesses, the national brand gets a homier feel.

If co-op advertising intrigues you, understand that there are strings attached. The ad may need to be made in a certain way to meet the wholesaler’s criteria, or their product may need to take up a certain percentage of the ad for the ad to be eligible for the co-op reimbursement. (That is correct – co-op funds work as a reimbursement rather than an up-front payment.) And don’t worry if you think that your wholesaler does not engage in co-op advertising – they may, and even if they don’t, they may nevertheless be interested if you explain it to them. 
In any economic climate, but especially in tough economic times, co-op advertising is a smart way to get a big bang for your advertising buck. 
Today’s Tip: Time for a mea culpa: In my column last week, wherein I discussed the problems of settling business disputes using litigation, I said, “We have yet to come up with something better, and so litigants are usually forced to make some very tough choices."  
Reader Len Johnson of Durham, NC took me to task, and rightfully so. Says Len, “I was disappointed in your comment. There is indeed a better option. The data strongly suggests that "something better" is possible via mediation in its various forms. In many cases, the time and cost for alternative dispute resolution are far lower than what one might invest in litigation. Perhaps more importantly, a negotiated settlement . . . can result in . . . the development of creative solutions.”
He is completely correct. I stand corrected.
