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By EDWARD SEGAL   

Advertising can help position, promote and sell 
your new venture. But what steps should start-
ups take to ensure their advertising -- whether 
through radio, TV, newspapers or other media -- 
is effective? 

If you lack marketing experience, this isn't the 
time to gain on-the-job experience or cut corners 
by becoming your own advertising guru, say 
professionals. "Don't think that putting together 
an ad [by yourself] will save you money. It will 
actually cost you money because [the ad] won't 
work," says Rob Gelphman, principal of 
Gelphman Associates, a marketing-
communications firm in San Jose, Calif. 
"Spending $5,000 on an ad that doesn't work is a 
cost. Spending $10,000 on an ad that does work 
is an investment." 

And resist the temptation to write your own ad 
copy to save money. "It's amazing how many 
CEOs and presidents think they can write ads," 
says Mr. Gelphman. "But don't assume that just 
because you're the president or founder you 
know how to write ad copy. It isn't your job, and 
you have no training." 

Another reason to leave advertising to the pros 
is that that you may lack the objectivity to make 
good marketing decisions. "Entrepreneurs often 
believe that their business is such a good idea 
that almost everyone is a potential customer and 
should be informed. Thus, owners commonly 
select ineffective promotional media that 
reaches a large audience, but not the business's 
target market," says Howard Van Auken, a 
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professor of management at Iowa State 
University who teaches courses on 
entrepreneurship. 

Here are six steps to ensure your early 
advertising efforts will be successful: 

1. Define your  niche. 

Determining your market niche can help you to 
differentiate your new business from 
competitors'. It will also help you to identify 
your target audience and choose the most 
effective and affordable ways to reach them. 
"There are riches in niches, but he who is all 
things to all people turns out being nobody to no 
one," says David Garfinkel, president of Overnight Marketing in San Francisco. 

By tightly focusing your marketing efforts, you'll also be able to customize your message to the needs 
and concerns of your audience, says Mr. Garfinkel. 

Every six months since it opened two years ago, The Party Goddess, a catering and event-coordinating 
company in Pasadena, Calif., has sent 4- by 6-inch color postcards with information about its services to 
a growing database of contacts. 

The mailings have been successful because of the caliber of the mailing list, says Marley Majcher, chief 
creative officer. Her database now includes 11,000 names and addresses of people who have requested 
information about the company or given her their business cards. "Essentially, anyone with whom I 
come in contact, I add to the list, which we purge regularly," she says. 

She advises entrepreneurs to "collect names and addresses for your database, and use and update those 
contacts constantly. It's your goose that will lay the golden egg," she says. 

2. Develop a message and strategy. 

Next, create a marketing message and strategy for delivering it to your target audience. Kerry Weiss-
Pena, a client-services account manager for Trinity Communications, a Boston-based marketing firm, 
says the message must be truthful, relevant and comprehensible to target customers, effectively convey 
the company's value proposition, and be delivered consistently. Most consumers are inundated with 
messages, but if yours is consistent, potential buyers will begin to recognize your company and its 
offering, she adds. 

The most practical advertising strategies have nothing to do with the medium you select and everything 
to do with whether it reaches the right audience, says Shel Horowitz, author of "Grassroots Marketing: 
Getting Noticed in a Noisy World" (Chelsea Green Publishing Co., 2000). 

But far too many small-business owners proceed in reverse, trying to fit their marketing message to the 
medium instead of selecting the best one for their message. "This wastes a lot of ad dollars in untargeted 
or mis-targeted advertising," says Mr. Horowitz. 

3. Evaluate your  options. 

Consider the pros and cons of each advertising medium (radio, TV, magazines, direct mail, etc.). Don't 
become enamored with a particular choice because it seems glamorous. For example, your marketing 
dollars may have greater impact if they're spent on ads in small-circulation publications read by potential 
customers instead of TV spots seen by mass groups. 
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"Targeted messaging in a targeted medium is the way to build a successful [marketing] program," says 
Ms. Weiss-Pena. 

To learn if a medium reaches your target audience, ask its sales representatives to provide demographic 
information about subscribers or listeners. From that, you can determine which medium reaches the 
most people in your target group for the most reasonable price. Other questions to ask include: 

� Is the medium right for communicating your message? 

� Does it reach your target audience? 

� How many times will you need to advertise to have an impact on your audience? 

� Can you afford to use a medium often enough to ensure the success of your marketing efforts?< 

When Moe's Southwest Grill opened in 2001, the Atlanta-based 85-seat Tex-Mex restaurant decided to 
use several marketing vehicles to establish and promote its brand and encourage people to try the 
eatery's healthy Southwestern cuisine. 

The company's advertising mix included commercials on regional TV and radio stations, e-mail and 
placing door hangers on homes within a three-mile radius of the restaurant. The campaign exceeded the 
restaurant's expectations: Its net sales reached $1.1 million during the first year of operation. 

4. Exper iment. 

Since there's no guarantee which activities will work, there's a degree of risk and experimentation 
involved in any marketing effort. Moe's vice president, Matt Andrew, advises entrepreneurs to use 
several marketing tools, especially less-expensive choices. For instance, the restaurant tried a frequent-
guest-card program that entitled customers to a free burrito after buying nine meals. The cost: printing 
and the burrito ingredients. 

"Try using at least four or five advertising activities and track which ones pull in the most customers," 
says Mr. Andrew. "Beef up what works and cut back on what seems to be ineffective. People respond 
differently to different tactics." 

Make sure to test before committing your entire marketing budget to a particular message or tactic. For 
example, if you're contemplating a postcard-based direct-mail campaign, print and mail small batches 
with different headlines, messages or offers to see which pulls in better responses. 

Since the cost of printing cards was relatively inexpensive, The Party Goddess tested the effectiveness of 
various messages with each mailing. "Since the cards were going out fairly frequently, [we decided] to 
adjust the message for future mailings according to the response we got on the ones we'd just sent," Ms. 
Majcher says. For example, the company learned that offers such as "Book now to get 10% off" didn't 
bring in much business in its high-end target market. 

5. Budget r ight. 

Decide how much start-up capital you can afford to spend on marketing. To determine your budget, ask 
what you want to accomplish through advertising and what it will cost. Be sure to allocate enough funds 
and time for your marketing campaign to work. 

How you budget for advertising is just as important as how much you budget. Spending small amounts 
at a time might not make enough of an impact. Waiting too long to spend on advertising can be just as 
damaging. 

"Too many new businesses project all other line items first and then set their ad budgets using whatever 
funds are left over," says Nancy Haynes, communications director of Collins, Haynes & Lully 
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advertising agency in Charlotte, N.C. 

She recommends determining your net sales goals for the first three years of your operation, then 
budgeting a percentage for advertising. Other experts say to spend 5% to 15% of net sales, depending on 
what you want to achieve, anticipated business revenues and what you can afford. 

For The Party Goddess, the decision to mail postcards was based on several factors, but the main reason 
was affordability. It costs the company $2,600 -- or about 2% of net sales -- to produce and mail the 
cards to 8,000 people, including postage. From just one mailing, the company landed $27,000 worth of 
business from a new client. "We always get at least one job from each mailing, which more than pays 
for itself," says Ms. Majcher. 

Moe's allocated 7% of its first-year estimated net sales for marketing, or $70,000. It actually turned out 
to be about 6.3%, given the restaurant's net sales that year. 

6. Stay the course. 

Give your strategy a chance to work and don't second-guess your premise. "Trust your value proposition 
and message," says Ms. Weiss-Pena. Further, don't assume that competitors have a better strategy in 
place. 

"Stick to your guns and your original business plan, even though you might [encounter] competitors or 
other companies that are seemingly more aggressive in the marketplace," says Ron Dresner, CEO and 
president of Your PR Department LLC in Farmington, Conn. "Realize that you're hearing only half of 
the story and don't know what's happening behind someone else's corporate doors." 

However, track the impact and success of your advertising against your business objectives. Modify 
your message or delivery methods as necessary to ensure their success. 

-- Mr. Segal, author of "Getting Your 15 Minutes of Fame, and More: A Guide to Guaranteeing Your 
Business Success" (John Wiley, 2000), conducts workshops on media training, presentation skills and 
effective public-relations strategies. His Web site is www.publicrelations.com. You can reach him at 
edwardsegal@aol.com. 
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