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Five Steps to Thriving in a Slowing Economy

There’s no escaping the news. Everywhere we turn the economic news points to a rapidly slowing economy. The dollar is sick. Housing is in crisis. Manufacturing has slowed and jobless claims are up. All this against the backdrop of the highest fuel costs we’ve ever seen and the only forecast is that prices will continue to rise and the economy will continue to slow. 
So where does that leave you and your business? 

Obviously, it’s time to pull up, scale back, hunker down and wait this thing out. Right? If this is your strategy, you’d certainly be following conventional wisdom and you would be in good company. And that’s precisely the reason you’d likely be making the wrong decision. Consider the following five steps. If you follow them, you will distinguish your business from the competition that will most likely be following the herd. 
1. Keep your feet

At a time when everyone else is cutting back, why would you? The whole point of marketing is to get noticed. So while everyone else in the theater decides to sit down, you should remain standing. When your competition cuts back on its messaging, your customers’ hearing improves. There is less clutter and you are more likely to get their attention. 
Here’s an example of a practical way to keep your feet: Reevaluate your website. You’ve talked about doing it. You’ve even started the process. But somehow, reevaluating your website always takes a back seat to almost everything else you do. Now is the time for it to come front and center—here’s why: in a slowing economy, everyone looks for ways to save money. That includes your customers. They shop around more, they look for new resources that may provide better service, better pricing, better solutions. And we all know that most customers—regardless of whether they are individual consumers or businesses—use the web to get information. Are you ready for your prospects’ search? Will they find you? If they do, what will they see? If your website hasn’t been updated in a couple of years or more, if it is operating as little more than an online brochure, you are missing significant opportunity. By turning your web presence into an online marketing platform, you not only are appealing to more customers, you are improving your own expense structure. Those who understand how to effectively utilize their website will not only see opportunities to take cost out of their sales and marketing programs, they will find more customers—regardless of the economy because, just like the one person who remains standing in a theater, customers will notice. We see it happen with our clients repeatedly.
2. Look around
Now more than ever, it’s time to take a good look at your sales and marketing program. Let’s face it, there is a very good chance that your marketing strategy hasn’t changed for years. When the economy changes, on some level your customers’ needs will change. You need to reconsider what you’re saying and how you’re saying it. Don’t expect to be able to continue doing what you’ve always done. Even if you have a solid marketing team in place, consider hiring an expert to conduct a marketing audit. You’ll get an objective opinion from someone who has no vested interest in any particular program or initiative. A good audit will pay for itself several times over. It will help you define and clarify your marketing objectives, evaluate the marketing environment, identify problem areas and opportunities and ultimately provide you with an action plan to systematically improve all your marketing efforts.
3. Focus
In a slowing economy, businesses often start a process of abandoning everything that isn’t absolute core; pulling up stakes and shutting down everything that is not mission critical. This run-to-the-storm-cellar mentality is a tempting proposition—and fortunately for you, it’s exactly what many of your competitors are doing. Remember step number 1: keep your feet. Then, with you’re your marketing audit in hand, make the necessary decisions to revise and focus your sales and marketing strategy appropriately. Focus on what you do better than anyone else does; then find ways you can position this service or product as a solution to help your customer in the current economic landscape and pursue that relentlessly. 
For example, one of our clients sells corporate wellness software. A marketing audit revealed that their comprehensive product was struggling to get traction precisely because it was comprehensive. The audit showed that customers really wanted the core component of the program that was unique in the market and that they didn’t want or need all the ancillary features because those features were either not relevant or were duplicative of other programs already in place. Our client’s customers had a difficult time committing to purchasing the product because they couldn’t quite position it within their overall wellness-program strategy. On the basis of this information, the company retooled its offering and marketing strategy to eliminate most of the ancillary features and focus on just the core offering. The results have been spectacular. Had the company not conducted the marketing audit and just continued without focusing, it would have continued doing more of what wasn’t effective. Instead, their sales and marketing program costs have gone down and sales have accelerated far beyond their expectations—all during a slowing economy!
An important part of this process is getting in front of your customers—especially the ones you haven’t seen in a while. Ask them for a meeting—if for no other reason than to get their advice. When you get that meeting, remind them of your offering and make sure you are positioning it from your revised and focused messaging. Ask them for input. Ask them for referrals. You will be surprised at how much new business and how many qualified leads this approach will generate. You will also be surprised at how many times this process will result in new business with your existing customers.
4. Refine your goals
Now is a great time to review your strategic goals. Once you’ve refocused your efforts, consider whether you should redefine your goals for the year. While you may revise downward in some cases, you may also decide it’s time to revise upward. Even if you evaluate your goals and decide they should remain in place without adjustment, make sure you communicate that to your team. By redefining or at the very least clarifying your goals, you are getting your team focused on something other than the price of gas. With a slowing economic market, your employees will begin to wonder—how are we doing? Are we still on track? Is anyone paying attention to our goals? Are they still achievable? What are we doing to make sure? Be proactive. Review, refine, revise, recommit. And get your employees involved in the process.
Which leads us to point five.
5. Listen to your employees
Never forget that the news you are hearing about the poor economy, higher prices, layoffs, etc., is the same news your employees are hearing. No matter what you may think, they are concerned about their job security. Few of us do a good job communicating to our employees in good times, let alone challenging ones. Just remember that when your team is distracted, they are not performing at their best, and now more than ever they need to be at their best. Consider getting your employees together in groups to review the following: 
· Current company performance – Don’t assume everyone knows how the company is doing. Most of your employees work in a tight circle and don’t often get the big picture. Take the time to let everyone know how things are going—and if it’s not great news, let them know. I’m always surprised at how often an organization will hide bad news. The assumption is that if employees know the business is struggling they’ll worry about their jobs and then they won’t be productive. Here’s the truth: if the business is struggling they already know. They may not have all the information because of the small circle within which they work, but they certainly will have heard rumors. And when management doesn’t provide the real story, your employees will assume the worst. Then you are in a worse position than if you just shared the facts.  
· Impact of the economy – Hit this head on. If your employees haven’t heard the question yet, they will: “How is the slowing economy affecting your business?” Whether it’s a friend, family member or the person sitting next to them on their next flight, your employees will begin to hear the question. They should have an answer and management should be the source.
· What we’re doing about it – This is the best information you can provide. Your employees are counting on the management team to come up with solutions. As the old saying goes “Anyone can steer the ship in calm seas . . . “ When there’s a storm brewing, your team looks to its leaders for well-reasoned, intelligent direction. Consequently, it becomes important to have some of that! It is generally not a good idea to announce, “We’re just going to do the best we can, hold on as long as we can and just hope we get through this.” You’re better than that. You have a bright group of leaders. And you have access to experts outside the company. Don’t hesitate to tap some external resources to bring in fresh ideas. Do what it takes to come up with a strong plan and then communicate it clearly (and regularly) to your team.

· What you can do to help – Empower your team. I don’t like difficult news. No one does. But if I can be doing something about it, I feel better. I have hope and am motivated to help. Evaluate a list of ways your employees can help improve the business in two ways: (1) increase revenue and (2) decrease expenses. Try to come up with at least ten ways your team can help your business in each of these areas. Every time we have helped an organization with this type of exercise, management gets much more useful information than they anticipated. It’s a simple exercise, but it makes sense. Every employee has a unique perspective on the business. Some will be able to generate 100 ideas on new ways to market the business. Some will be able to come up with 100 ideas to save money or improve workflow. Others will have one great idea. The point is that you will turn your team’s attention toward performance improvement. 
As it turns out, a slowing economy may actually be just what your company needs—if you know how to take advantage of it. A focused and deliberate response is what can create opportunities that may simply not be available in a stronger economy. Now is the time to craft a plan and take action. Leave the storm cellar for your competition.
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