"Ready, Fire, Aim! Targeting Success with a Web Site."

Too many small businesses have jumped on the web site bandwagon without first stopping to assess their needs or even their goals for Internet marketing. Some of these sites are benign, doing nothing to help, but doing nothing to hurt. Some of them are damaging the image of the company, and a few are sabotaging the businesses they should be helping. If you are one of those people who fired off a web page before taking careful aim, don’t panic, but don’t wait another day before you reassess what you are doing online. If you have not yet entered the fray and are considering it, don’t be in a hurry to load both barrels and shoot the moon. The time it takes for you to take careful aim will save you wasted time and ammo in the end. 
Q: What is the Aim, or the Target, of a business web site?

· Is selling online feasible for your business?

You don’t need to sell online for a web site to be important. If you offer a service then you may have nothing physical to sell. Perhaps all of your work is custom. Even some businesses that have products are better served to have a catalog or portfolio listed on their site without pricing. This is because your most valuable product could be your customer service and your knowledge of the proper way to apply what they buy from you. In these cases, selling online or even listing your prices may be counter productive.


· How about a customer loyalty program?

If you have a customer loyalty program (club card, monthly coupon, newsletter, etc.) then the web is a great way to “tickle” the customer so that they remember to take advantage of your program or special offerings. A quick email with a coupon or a link to your monthly specials page greatly increases your chance for repeat business. Some businesses are best served by sending their customers (those who sign up) a regular newsletter via email. NOTE: Newsletters need to offer something valuable to the customer first, and then ask for business second.


· Let your fingers do the clicking: Is web search replacing the phone book?

Many people have given up using directory assistance and some don’t even bother with the phone book. They just run a quick web search to find what they need. This trend is going to continue, with less of your customers looking in their phone book to find you, even if they are right in the same town. So, what happens when someone Googles your company name and your town/state? Will your web site link and/or phone number pop up on the first page? If you rely on local business or offer ordering or appointments by phone, then you should be easy to find in a quick search. 
Q: What is the value ($$$) of an online presence for your business, whether you sell online or not?

· Can you find out who is looking at your web pages?

Part of understanding what is going on with your web site is figuring out who is visiting and how they are finding your pages. It is important to have a good statistics package and to know how to use it. How many visitors are finding you through Google? How many are coming in from the link on the MBBA web site? Where in the world do your visitors live and work? All of these questions are important and the data belongs to you. Be sure to exploit it. After all, you’re the one footing the bill for the web site!

· Is the result of having a web site quantifiable?

We’ve all seen those silly little hit counters on web pages, but what does that number mean? Are people reading the page? Are they visiting other pages on the site? Are they actually doing something with the information that they get, or are they just swiping your pretty pictures for their desktop backgrounds and kids’ homework? Detail web site statistics can tell you a lot about your visitors, but site statistics are just part of the equation. You need to come up with a plan for how to gauge the effectiveness of your message before you launch a site or page or campaign. Just as you might do with print or broadcast media advertising, you should place identifiers use phone scripts so that you properly attribute customer contacts. 

Q: Networking: what does it mean in the web wide world of today?

· How important is “linking in” for your site?

If you belong to MBBA then you understand what networking is out here in the workaday world. How do you carry off the same type of thing online for your business? The key is relevant links. When another web site, one that has some relevant connection with yours, includes a link to your web pages from theirs, several really good things happen: Your site will be visited by some percentage of visitors to the other site; your site will be “spidered” by search engines that visit the site that links to yours; your site will be listed in the places that the other site is listed; and, your ranking in a number of the searches will go up. 

For instance, if you own a dog grooming business and you know a pet store owner or kennel owner, etc. who would be willing to place a link to your web pages on theirs (and I hope you will reciprocate), then you are building your network and you both have more chances to attract customers. Big search engines like Google “see” the connection and give you both points in their rating system because your site now seems more likely to be active and relevant in the general category.

Google has a number of free tools that help you see who is linking to you and what they think your site is all about, etc. If you are not using those, make it a priority to learn how. I can help with that on an individual basis. 

· What is Guerilla Marketing and how does it apply to the web?

Most of the ideas that I’m talking about this evening are just a small subset of Guerilla Marketing tactics. The quick quote below will give you a flavor or reminder of the concept and I highly recommend Conrad Levinson’s books. A web site, used properly, can be your best Guerilla Marketing tool. Read the articles online (http://www.gmarketing.com/) and consider one of the books. They have several that go into various aspects of using the Internet. There are versions of the idea aimed at home businesses, non-profits, service businesses, etc. And, just like I mentioned previously, there is a newsletter that offers helpful content for free each week.
	Levinson's books include hundreds of "Guerrilla Marketing weapons," but they also encourage the guerrilla marketer to be creative and devise his own unconventional methods of promotion. The marketer uses all of his or her contacts, both professional and personal, and must examine his company and its products, looking for sources of publicity. Many forms of publicity can be very inexpensive, others are free.

Levinson says that when implementing guerrilla marketing tactics, small size is actually an advantage instead of a disadvantage. Small businesses and entrepreneurs are able to obtain publicity more easily than large companies; they are closer to their customers and considerably more agile.

Yet ultimately, according to Levinson, the Guerrilla Marketer must "deliver the goods". In The Guerrilla Marketing Handbook, he states: "In order to sell a product or a service, a company must establish a relationship with the customer. It must build trust and support. It must understand the customer's needs, and it must provide a product that delivers the promised benefits."

[Source: Wikipedia]


Q: Does being on the web have to cost a lot? Does it have to cost anything?
· Doing something is better than nothing, right? Maybe.

I have a friend who has a dollhouse and miniatures shop in Belfast. She felt that she needed a web site for her business, but she also felt that she could not afford to have someone help her with it or to have her own domain. So, she has three web pages on three different “free” hosting services. All of them place ads for their services or other sites in her pages, or as pop-ups, etc. And all of her pages are confusing, loud, and messy. She has seen little business come from these pages and she feels that the Internet is not all that it is cracked up to be. I’m really not sure if her pages are helping her business, or hurting it.

· What about free hosting sites?

I’m not saying that you should never use free hosting sites for your web pages. There are decent ones and there are horrible ones. And for each there are a few “tricks” that you can use to make your pages effective. However, they all break the “rules” (best practices) for web sites, simple things like, “Don’t place links on your entry page that lead visitors away from your site”, and “Keep things simple”, and “Have a memorable URL.” 

· Piggybacking: best of both worlds?

You recall that I spoke a few moments ago about networking by linking with other relevant business web sites? Well, here is an idea that takes that concept one step further. If your business is so tiny that you only need a page or two of space, consider piggy-backing your pages onto another site that has relevance to yours. For instance, if you have a friend with a site that sells handmade jewelry and you make beaded bracelets, ask your friend if you could put a couple of pages on their site. This is sort of the same concept as what eBay and Amazon do with their “stores”. eBay stores are a good concept, but can be fairly pricey and the little guys often get lost in the shuffle. But doing the same thing on a small scale may be completely free, or at least very inexpensive. You may want to offer to kick back a percentage of sales to your host. Obviously, you would link to them and maybe they would link to your pages, too. I’m sure that your friend would see the advantage of having you giving out business cards (at shows,  at MBBA meetings, etc.) with their domain name on them! (e.g. http://www.BigJewelryMart.com/MyLittleBraceletPages.html) 
Summary: You need to have a way for your customers to find you online, even if you never intend to sell things online. Your page(s) should reflect your brand, get to the point, and never confuse your customer. Your front page should promote you, not someone or something else. Links in from other sites on the Web are what cause visits your site, both directly and indirectly, so always look for ways to “network” online. The ultimate goal is for your customer to make contact, whether by phone, email, or walking in, so extend an invitation every chance you get.
Colin Michael is a software developer and proprietor of PemaquidSolutions.com. He has been hosting and developing web sites since 1998, specializing in data driven applications for small businesses and non-profit organizations. MBBA members are welcome to contact him via email at colin@pemaquidsolutions.com for a free assessment of cost effective options that will help you set and meet goals for promoting your business or non-profit online.
