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Business Development for Small Business
Around the world, many organisations of all types – government, NGOs, big business and micro business – are scrambling to adapt to the paradigm emerging from the current economic stress.

The knee-jerk response, certainly in early stages of the looming economic tsunami in the beginning of 2008, was for entrepreneurs to roll up their sleeves, muck in and work harder at the game of survival.  That’s a great idea if you have capacity to work harder.

The reality was that most business owners and professionals – such as attorneys, accountants and IT consultants – were already close to or even beyond their limits of time in the business, cash flow stress and finding or keeping clients.  So perhaps the cliché of working smarter, not harder, is apt.  But what does this really mean?

In its essence, working smarter to not only survive, but thrive in tough times, means taking a counter-intuitive approach to keeping business flowing.  Consider the Pareto principle, commonly known as the 80-20 principle: the assumption is that only 20% of our efforts yield as much as 80% of the total result.  In reality, the range is probably between 90-10 and 65-35.

In practice, the counter-intuitive approach is to look at marketing from a different perspective.  For example, a business might traditionally budget 10% of revenues to lead generation, which may include advertising, publicity and public relations, campaigns and showcase events.  Following this formula, the business would create what is known as a reinforcing loop – when times are good, revenue rises and more is spent on lead generation, so revenue is likely to rise further – a virtuous spiral.

The problem with this formula should be obvious – when times are bad, less is spent to attract and keep clients, hence revenues decline, so still less is spent on generating leads – a vicious cycle.

A business model that works only when times are good is not a healthy model.  In the above example, linking a business’s advertising spend (cause) to its effects (revenue, profitability) is palpably flawed.
Whatever the formula might be for how much to budget for lead generation, the reality in tough times is that, for most businesses anyway, budgets are stressed across the board.  And this is where the counter-intuitive approach would be helpful: when everyone is struggling to find and retain clients, that is the time to increase marketing activity for ideal clients.

Note the wording of that assertion: it’s not about increasing overall ad spend, nor is it about a shotgun approach to attract any and every type of client.  Further still, it’s not about trying to be a one-stop shop and flogging whatever might sell.

The key to working smarter and thriving in tough times is to know who your ideal client is and what your best product (or service) is.  An instinctive, survivalist response to crisis might be to put everything on the store shelf in the vague hope that someone, anyone, might buy something.  Sadly, this approach is short-sighted and is a recipe for losing focus.

One of the tools available to help find and then prioritise your ideal client type and product is the product market matrix, or PMX for short.  The PMX is powerful in its simplicity and can yield valuable and, sometimes, surprising data when analysing which combinations of product and client perform well and, importantly, which don’t.

Using the PMX, a shrewd decision in stressed times would be to discontinue poorly performing product lines (or services) and fire unprofitable clients.  Yes, you might literally phone your lowest priority clients and terminate the relationship.  Or more conveniently, you might consider simply doubling your rates for those clients – they can make their own decision to leave and fire themselves or, who knows, maybe they stick around and become your VIP clients!

Shedding the deadwood helps maintain focus on the performing products and clients, which means, if you apply the Pareto guide, you can budget less on lead generation while enjoying even better returns on your spend.  Then, following the Pareto principle, the smart business developer would work with a clear account management plan to give optimum attention to high priority clients to assure a long term and mutually beneficial relationship.
While this approach should be standard practice for any business under any conditions, it should be a priority in tough times.  This principle has been applied successfully for many entrepreneurs, even in tough times.
Once the strategic marketing plan has been developed, there is a plethora of channels and methods for generating leads to fill your sales funnel.  For example: above the line advertising (like newspaper, radio and TV), below the line (like direct mailers, flyers, cold calling), or other indirect brand building efforts (like sponsorships, networking, press releases or public speaking).
Knowing how to optimally and cost-effectively combine these methods depends on solid market research and a well conceived marketing strategy.
So if you’re an entrepreneur or you’re responsible for marketing and sales, now is the time to avoid mucking in and working harder.  Now is the time to step back from the work and take time to think strategically and to develop the habit of regular time-outs for strategic thinking, even weekly.  Apply your smarts and you’ll reap the rewards.
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