Shamrock Foods SmartSolutions: November/December 2006
Marketing Secrets Your Mother Never Told You
Viral Marketing. Affirmative-consent data base programs. E-zines. One-to-one marketing. Variable data. Blogs. – Momma, help!
Marketing Over the Back Fence

Despite the craze over web-based marketing and e-mail podcast promotions, traditional methods of getting and keeping business are experiencing a revival. You may hear it called by different names—neighborhood marketing, fundamentalism, even streetfighting. But it all boils down to something very familiar: taking care of the basics. It’s something your mother probably told you a thousand times. Like Learn to walk before you run. Or Build a strong foundation; start at the beginning.
In other words, start within the four walls of your operation and make sure you’re doing the right things with the audience you already own: your current customers and your employees. Once you get your house in order, you’ll increase your odds of success with other more complicated marketing plans. So, here’s a list of Five Basic Marketing Secrets your mother never told you about. Why? Because to her they were second nature--as necessary as breathing and equally automatic.
1. Keep A Clean House

According to every marketing guru that ever lived--or ever will live--image is everything. So make sure the image that your operation projects is the same as the one you see in your mind’s eye. Floors, windows, wait staff uniforms, the front counter, restrooms – every aspect of your operation needs to project a consistent image. As industry consultant Tom Feltenstein would say, everything within the four walls of your business (outside, the walls, too) needs to “market and present” and should be thought of as “a visual medium, an in-store commercial.” 

Do your restrooms say “Good Eats” or “Good Bye?” How about the mop and mop bucket? Does it look like it’s been around since the Reagan administration? Your patrons will notice. It’s no secret that dirty restaurants have turned away many a hungry customer. You don’t need smartsolutions to spell out procedures for maintaining a clean operation. But if you don’t take care of this important marketing function – we’re going to tell your mother!
2. Be Quiet and Listen

Ever heard the line about how we have two ears and one mouth and should use them in the same proportions? Well, through your hostess, wait staff, menu and table tents your operation does plenty of talking. What are you doing to listen?

Just as Mom takes the time to find out how well her Thanksgiving guests are liking the rhubarb pie, you or your manager should regularly visit with patrons and ask for their input. It’s not enough to leave that task to your wait staff; they’re expected to ask “Was everything all right?” But when you do it, it shows you care. It makes your guests feel special. 
It makes them feel at home.

 But don’t stop there. If you want real input about your operation, you’ll need to provide a way for patrons to give you their input confidentially, or at least privately. Comment cards are step in the right direction, and used correctly can still gather the input you’re looking for.*
Hand them out along with the check. But don’t ask for them to be left behind with the tip; for many people that is uncomfortable or embarrassing, and likely stifles the honest input you want. Instead, make sure—either through bold type at the top of the comment card or by verbal instruction from the wait person—that a collection box is available near the exit for depositing the cards. 
Oh, yeah! Provide a pencil. Or pen. They all get stolen, you say? Hmmm. Someone digs through her purse for something to write with and pulls out a pencil with—YOUR RESTAURANT’S NAME on it. Is that a bad thing?

If you decide to use a First Class postage-paid comment card, remember to follow the minimum USPS specifications. To qualify, post cards must measure at least 3 ½” x 5” and be no larger than 4 ¼” x 6”; the paper stock must measure at least .007 caliper—stick with a 60lb. cover stock, a 90 lb. index, or a 67 lb. Bristol and you’ll be fine.

Do you want to guarantee a good volume of responses? Or get more information than the typical “on a scale of 1 to 5 please rate our _______.” Then consider providing an incentive. A weekly drawing for a free lunch. Movie tickets. A free car wash. Manicure. Oil change. 500 business cards. Pool cleaning.
You get the picture, right? Step outside, look up and down your street and ask “would that car wash trade a deluxe wash and detail for a couple of free dinners for their staff? Cross promotions with area businesses can broaden your reach within the neighborhood, create excitement with your weekly drawing, and cost you very little in the process. 

Want to take your questionnaire to the next level? Consider setting up an online survey. Many of the big chains do it; you can, too. From online firms that handle the whole process to survey software you install on your server, the marketplace is replete with ways to facilitate this age of information. SurveyMonkey, Surveyz, Survey Console, Tellusaboutus.com, Zap Survey and Survey Connect are only a few of the companies to research. Take mom’s great idea of the comment card one step further and see if you don’t get a little something extra on your birthday.
3. Treat Your Employees With Respect
Remember that weekly drawing for a free car wash and detail? Well, put yourself in the place of one of your employees who sees that promo every day and knows he can’t even enter much less win. To make your employees feel like you care about them, too, consider a drawing only for them. Something as simple as that car wash and detail or as extravagant as a weekend at the Broadmoor will do wonders for keeping your staff happy and motivated. And that trip to the Broadmoor?  It wouldn’t be asking too much, would it, for that winning employee to recap the Broadmoor experience and spend 15 minutes sharing with the rest of your staff ideas that they could incorporate in your operation? 
The important thing to recognize is that your employees are closer to your customers than you are. Your success depends on how well they represent you and how well they implement your plans. In other words, they matter. You need to make use of that and recognize it—publicly.
Ask for their opinions. Listen to what they have to say. Sure, they may not have the years of restaurant experience that you do, but they see things differently from you. They see things you don’t. And if you give them an open forum for expression, they might surprise you with innovative solutions to problems that have been keeping you up at night. At the very least, they’ll feel better about working for you, and those attitudes will be evident in the quality of the food and service.

Invite employees to participate in the same restaurant survey system you set up for your patrons. Give them a confidential means of offering comments and criticism.

Other ways to show you care:

· Employee of the Month parking slot.

· Outstanding Employee wall plaque.
· Bowling night with the boss.

· Movie tickets.
· A photo of your staff/employee-of-the-month on the back of the menu.
The list goes on. Use your imagination; the ideas you come up with don’t have to cost money to be meaningful. The important thing is that your appreciation is sincere. You can’t fool your employees and you can’t fool your mom. She’s been there, done that, and knows she raised you to do even better. 
4. Know Your Neighbors
Again relying on the sage wisdom of industry guru Tom Feltenstein, get to know your customers and you’ll quickly learn that a large majority of your clientele--from 75 to 85%, he predicts--live or work within an eight-minute drive of your operation. 
Who are those people? 
Who makes up your lunch crowd? Your dinner patrons? Are they executives? Office support? Tradesmen and tradeswomen? Artists? What nationalities do they represent? Don’t assume that just because you drive through an asian section to get to work that your clientele isn’t largely Hispanic instead? In most cities today urban sprawl has caused pockets of ethnic neighborhoods to pop up in seemingly random locations. 

What industries do they work in? If you’re in a high-tech area, look for ways to celebrate the anniversary of the birth of the transistor with a new sandwich. Or, recognize your healthcare workers by building a new ER Burger – Guaranteed to make defibrillation seem tame! The point is to immerse yourself in the dynamics of the neighborhood. Showing that you recognize who they are as people often gets a positive response. 
When it comes to knowing your neighborhood, don’t overlook your business neighbors. Cross promotions with the car wash or the nail salon serve multiple purposes, one of which is cementing your place in the local community. Another method is to approach the human resources departments of the surrounding companies with promotional offers. Those departments are always on the look-out for ways to add low-cost benefits for their employees; your buy-two-get-one-free-with-company-ID may jump start your after-work appetizer sales.
5. Treat Your Customers Like Family
It’s no secret that getting a current customer to come back is easier than creating a brand new one. That existing patron is your greatest asset, and can be your strongest marketing tool. Make them feel welcome; make them want to come back. 
Loyalty cards—think frequent-flyer cards—are nothing new to the industry, and they help illustrate one of the principles that made your mom such a success: she built a loyal following. Without getting into complex POS tracking and back-end hardware requirements, you can implement an effective loyalty program with about three day’s planning. Using your restaurant’s business card as a template, add a grid to divide the card into ten sections. Eliminate unnecessary information that would make the card hard to read and add “Frequent Diner Program” (or something similar) as a heading, and your promotional offer—Free New York Strip Steak with 10 Dinner-Special Purchases—along the bottom. Have your printer run off 1000 cards, and then distribute them to guests along with the check. 
The value of your offer is up to you--or rather, up to your marketing objectives. If you want to increase your customer base, offer a free companion steak after ten punches. This draws in an extra guest. Sure, it may just be someone’s spouse that’s getting the benefit of your generosity, but it could easily be someone’s date, co-worker or neighbor. If you want to drive off-peak sales, offer one punch for every appetizer combo plate purchased during happy hour. A word of caution: giving away free meals with a fully-punched card is the same as offering a discount. To avoid long-term exposure to a “discount” card, consider using other incentives such as gifts, rewards—even travel. 

Networking, customer-loyalty, employee retention, consumer metrics—give them whatever name you want. Reach back into your corporate vernacular and call it all Core Competencies if that makes you feel better. Mom calls it common sense.  
*Arizona S.A.V.E.S. members can get sample comment cards to review from Shamrock Foods and have access to other local marketing resources, such as a formal Loyalty Program and mystery shopper services. For more information, Arizona customers can call Gil Guggisberg at (602) 477-6681.
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Local Store Marketing 

Tip #1 -- Turn an occasional customer into a regular one.

Shorten the purchase cycle of existing customers by giving every customer a bounce back offer featuring an aggressive discount. The key is to include a short redemption period on the offer. For example, if your customers are eating at your restaurant on an average of one time a month, then create an offer that expires in 10 to 20 days.

Tip #2 – Make your employees your best sellers.

You could be losing out on hundreds of dollars a day if your front-of-the-house staff is not suggestively selling in some way. With practice, a waiter or counter person can be a pro at increasing ticket averages. To help them get excited about suggestively selling to current customers, hold a contest over a two-week period. If the group meets your sales goal, everyone gets cash or a gift certificate to a local retailer. 

Local Store Marketing tips are provided courtesy of Spinning Plate, a preferred restaurant marketing consultancy of the Shamrock Foods S.A.V.E.S. program in Arizona. To receive your free copy of the booklet “25 Ways to Build Topline Sales” contact Shamrock Foods at smartsolutions@shamrockfoods.com.
