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“That commercial sucks!” The room fell silent as Jim sank deeper into his chair--if that was possible. The focus group member continued in earnest. “What exactly are they selling? I don’t care about the close up of the store sign, or the three uncomfortable-looking employees waving at me from a plain front door. And those cars pulling in and backing out tells me they can’t wait to get out of there!” This certainly was not the feedback Jim expected, or wanted. Why did Jim’s first venture into making a television commercial for his small auto repair business go so wrong? 
Advertising can make or break a small business. Jim had decades of auto repair experience, but his expertise didn’t translate into advertising acumen. Nevertheless, he made the production director get the shots he wanted her to get. After all, what did she know about auto repair? Jim knew that what he liked his viewers would like. Or so he thought. “That crap’s not important to me!” was the resounding bottom line conclusion from the focus group’s collective voice. 
Target Customer Perceptions are Reality 
Customer perceptions rule the marketplace. Perceptions are reality. Jim and other small business owners can often be their own biggest hindrance to effectively advertising their product or service. “Rule number one is know enough to know what you don't know," explained Kari Jacobs, Local Sales Manager for COX Media Hampton Roads. “Just because you watch it, read it, click it or listen to it doesn't mean your customers watch, read, or listen to the same things!” 

Given the very restricted advertising budgets entrepreneurs are working with, it is essential to understand several basic advertising strategies when venturing into the world of television commercials. For Jim and other small business owners, the thought of researching advertising options, crafting a targeted message, and evaluating media buying options can cause a migraine headache in their already over-scheduled work days. As a result, they confuse their technical business expertise with knowing what is required to create an effective commercial.
Seven Common-Sense Advertising Strategies 
1. Understand WHO You Want To Target. Who is your customer? The first step is to identify your most likely customer, then build on that. If your most likely customers are women, or homeowners with children under the age of 18, media companies can alter their research to build advertising campaigns that are based on those specific target audiences. It’s not what you know, but who you know. 
You may also want to consider expanding your target to identify different customers. You may have customers coming through your door already your competitors aren't targeting. Jim was so busy repairing cars he didn't notice WHO was driving those cars onto his lot, the types of cars they were driving, and most of all, why. He was missing a niche market right under his nose.
After all, Jim was an expert at fixing cars, but he didn’t think to examine the demographics of the repairs he was making. Only after analyzing his records did he realize he had a niche market made up of folks squeezing every last mile out of their older-model cars. His repair “specialty” was older vehicles for which his competitors didn’t want to take the time to locate parts. Jim had an employee who loved to be play detective, find the specialty parts companies, and track down hard-to-find parts. 
The daily inundation of work activities hid this specialty service from all of them, and they were missing a key opportunity to capitalize on it. With more people keeping their cars longer, Jim had a niche, but it took researching his records to find out what it was. After all, he was an expert at cars, not car owners. Once he realized this, his media representative was able to create commercials that suddenly differentiated Jim’s auto repair business from the sea of competitors in the area.
Bottom line: Know your customers and learn what they value.
2. What Do You Want Your Target Customers To DO? Once you get their attention with your commercial? Laugh? Cry? Scratch their heads? Change channels? “Many small business owners say they just want to "brand" their company. That answer’s synonymous with ‘I have no clue,’” according to Jim Jamison, CEO of Green RV Operators' Association of America. “Do you want to increase customer traffic into your store? Increase ticket sales? Generate more phone calls? Accelerate online ordering? You need to be specific on exactly what actions you want your customers to take after viewing your commercial.” 
Call us, get a quote, use this coupon, and drive in and ask us how we can save you money are all specific actions you can ask your customers can take. But, don’t be surprised if they don’t respond to your commercial if they don’t ask. Media representatives are trained in this area and will always work with entrepreneurs to include “the ask” for customer action in the commercial. 
Bottom line: Make sure your commercial has a strong “call to action.”
3. How Will You Measure Success? How are you going to measure results? You need to create baseline measurements of website traffic, phone calls, sales, queries, or know what’s going on prior to starting a new campaign. An experienced advertising professional or media expert can help measure these customer behaviors and determine if your anticipated return on investment is realistic, and what time frame will be needed to achieve your desired results. If you don’t know where you are, what’s going on, or where you want to be, you will have no way of knowing if you ever get there. Guessing has no place in any advertising strategy!
Bottom line: Know what you expect the outcomes to be, and determine how you will measure to see if you are getting them.
4. Be Realistic About Your Budget. “This is where you can immediately save a lot of time, money, and potential heartache,” explained Chelsea Friddle, Merchandise Planner at the Dollar Tree Corporate Headquarters. “Determine exactly what your monthly advertising budget is. Is it $1000 or $10,000? You can’t realistically execute a big campaign on television with $1,000 a month, but you can do quite a bit for those dollars in small, targeted print publications or online. Don’t design a strategy around a larger budget if that’s not realistic from the start.” 
In print media, online, and radio, the actual production of the advertisement is often included in the cost of running the ad. Television operates differently. There are a lot of additional costs to produce broadcast-quality advertising, so be prepared to pay for creating a higher quality commercial message. Rates to produce a commercial for a small business can run from a few hundred dollars to thousands depending on if you need actors, animation, etc. Quality counts! So don't scrimp on production. 
Remember, the costs above are just to get the commercial made—not to air it. Be up front with your media representatives, and don’t take it personally if you are told that it’s not enough money to produce and air a commercial. That means you may not have the growth or sales to sustain the costs. Complete open honesty (sans ego) will let you realistically compare options. Deferring advertising to the future or shifting to lower cost media options can be the better part of valor (and survival).
Bottom line: Be honest about dollars and cents with yourself and your media representative.
5. Compare Apples To Apples. Jim started looking at all of the options he had received from the television and radio stations. There were so many different numbers, each set were slightly different from the next, and everyone had a reason why they were the best choice. Worst of all, Jim didn’t fully understand any of them,
Buying advertising is all about buying eyeballs. The price for a television commercial aired during a Redskins football game is going to vary greatly from a commercial aired during a local morning newscast. Entrepreneurs must first look at the target audience (customers) and make sure everyone is submitting their proposals to reach that same audience. 
“Then make sure you ask competing bidders to submit the same numbers to measure that audience,” Kari quickly added. “For instance, if one media representative shows you how much one commercial spot costs per thousand people reached, then you need to insist that everyone submits their proposals to you that way.” The cost per dozen, hundred, thousands, or even millions is not as important as having all of the proposals looking at the same “costs per whatever.” Making an informed decision comes from understanding what you are buying, and what the purchase will do for your business. Getting all of the information in the same numbers format greatly increases the likelihood that you can make an informed comparison.
Bottom line: Make an informed purchase decision by getting all advertising proposals in the same numbers format.
6. Do Not Go Into A Television Advertising Campaign Thinking, "We Will Try It For Two Months And See How It Goes." Your business may have failed if you had had that mindset in the first place. You cannot go into a strategically planned television advertising campaign with that mindset either. Plan for a minimum of six months of advertising and remember to get your baseline measurements. That is, start measuring your performance before the campaign actually starts. Most media companies have 30-day cancellation clauses, so you are not locked in for the duration of the campaign if your circumstances suddenly take a turn for the worse.
Bottom line: Plan for a six month campaign at the minimum to achieve success with television advertising.
7. Tighten up your daily business operations. As you launch an advertising campaign, ensure your employees are aware of the effort, the message and the goals. It’s surprising the number of businesses who are not equipped to manage success if an onslaught of orders suddenly arrives on their doorstep. They must be knowledgeable and enthusiastic when a customer asks about a specific advertised promotion or product. Make sure they are trained to handle the leads. Advertising can bring leads in the door but only you and your staff can close the sales.
Bottom line: Prepare your staff to manage the results of your television commercial motivating your customers to take action.
An appreciation of these seven common-sense strategies will allow small business owners to better partner with their media representatives. This optimizes limited advertising budgets, and leverages a manageable strategy to increase sales.
Jim’s natural excitement for his venture’s first television commercial drove him to override the input he was getting from the local cable company. He did know best how to repair cars, but; he didn’t know much about making an effective commercial or about buying advertising time. His ego told him that people would like the things he liked. The focus group feedback said otherwise. 
Jim was smart enough to listen to a focus group. Now, he needs to be smart enough to act on what he heard and learned. His commercials need to answer his target customers’ question of “why" they should pick his car repair business over all the others. “He wasn’t selling signs, or employee commitment, and he misrepresented timely service,” Kari summarized. “He left his target audience wondering what he was selling. His revised commercial—the one originally proposed by the cable company experts with whom he was working—will emphasize the specific benefits valued by his target customers, and focus on why they should be buying his service over all others, or no service at all.” 
Bottom line: Always plan your commercials through the lens of what your customer’s value rather than what is comfortable to you.
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