“Word-of-Mouth Marketing, Powerful... Easy... and FREE!”

If  your customers and business associates aren't telling others about how great your product or service is, then you're missing out on a wonderful -- and free -- form of advertising: Word-of-mouth marketing.

Consider how fast word spreads when a restaurant patron has a bad meal or suffers through terrible service. That person is quick to tell all of his/her friends about the experience. The restaurant is lucky if it doesn't suffer a serious slump.

The "system" at work there is word-of-mouth advertising. Unfortunately for the restaurant owner, the message being spread is a negative one.

To make sure people have good things to say about you and your business and mention you often, design a word-of-mouth marketing plan that will accomplish two important things...

Encourages customers to tell others how great your products and services are.

Encourages the people you meet through business and social networking opportunities to spread the word about your business.

STEPS TO TAKE WITH CUSTOMERS...

Give customers something to rave about. People are unlikely to share a happy story about your business based on the products or services they receive. But they will quickly spread the word about your business if they're dissatisfied.

Build your positive word-of-mouth marketing plan on a solid foundation of excellent products or services.

Make customers feel valued. Use programs that thank and reward customers who tell others about their positive experiences with you and your company -- and encourage them to patronize you.

The best incentive programs give people something unusual -- not money -- in exchange for referrals. It should be something that expresses your appreciation and makes you stand out in their minds.

Examples: A music-store owner thanks people for referrals by sending concert tickets. A realtor delivers a bottle of wine from his own vineyard. An orthodontist posts the names of people who provide referrals up on a "Thank-You" board hanging prominently on the wall of his office. A financial planner sends clients change purses and money clips.

In each case, thank-you gifts are accompanied by a short note that lets people know you value their loyalty and confidence.

SIMPLE STRATEGIES

To make the most of your own word-of-mouth efforts, concentrate on developing your personal and business networks...

Diversify. We don't live in Little House on the Prairie towns anymore, where the butcher knows the baker and the hardware-store owner knows just about everyone.

However, personal word-of-mouth marketing is just as important today as it was 70 years ago. By getting involved in networking groups, you can build strong, trusting relationships with potential business associates and customers -- giving them good reason to think positively of you. Examples...

Casual contact networks, such as the Chamber of Commerce. If you attend these events regularly, you can make dozens of valuable contacts and attract them to your business.

Strong contact networks, such as small, professional breakfast groups that meet weekly for the primary purpose of exchanging referrals.

Community service clubs, such as Rotary International, which allow businesspeople to join together to enrich their communities while developing relationships with one another.

Professional associations, where you can exchange information and ideas concerning your profession with potential business associates and customers. Join the same ones that your best customers belong to.

Social/business organizations, such as the Jaycees, which allow you to combine business with pleasure.

Women's business organizations, such as the National Association of Women Business Owners, which combine networking opportunities with education and professional development.

MY 10 COMMANDMENTS OF NETWORKING MIXERS

A networking group is work, not sit or eat. Your goal is to meet as many people as possible in order to generate "buzz" about your business.

1. Have your networking tools with you at all times -- business cards, a name tag that also tells people something about your business, brochures and a pocket-sized business-card file in which to store the names of other professionals whose services you recommend.

2. Set a goal for the number of people you'll meet. If you're feeling particularly "hot," 15 to 20 people is reasonable.

3. Act like a host, not a guest. Greet visitors and introduce people you meet -- or already know -- to one another. When you stand out from the crowd as a social leader, your business gains positive attention.

4. Describe your product or service early in the conversation. Don't be vague. Make your description clear and concise.

5. Listen to others. Ask the five "W" questions -- Who? What? Where? When? Why?

6. Exchange business cards with the people you meet. Ask for two cards, one to keep and one to pass along to someone who may need the person's services.

7. Spend no more than 10 minutes with each person you meet. This time limit will ensure that you meet a number of people. Don't linger with friends or associates.

8. Give a referral whenever possible. Successful networkers believe in the "givers gain" philosophy. If you help someone else spread the word about his business, chances are that you'll receive reciprocal treatment.

9. Write a descriptive comment or two about each person you meet on the back of his/her business card. This type of "mental note" will help you follow up in a personal way.

10. Follow up. Call or write a short note within one week after the event.

MORE WORD-OF-MOUTH STRATEGIES
In addition to these 10 steps, work to create what I call a "contact sphere" -- a group of business associates with whom you have or can develop direct relationships. Your contact sphere should consist of professionals whose products or services complement, and do not compete, with yours.

Examples: If you're a Realtor, your contact sphere might include professionals from an escrow company and a title company, as well as a mortgage broker. A general contractor would do well to have painters, plumbers, carpenters, landscapers, and electricians in his contact sphere.

How it works: A photographer with whom I worked with had a table in his studio where he kept brochures from a local florist, caterer and travel agent. While he completed the paperwork for customers planning weddings, anniversaries or bar mitzvahs, he would suggest that they consider his contact sphere partners and explain that they had worked well together at many special occasions. When I visited the florist's shop, I found the same brochures laid out on a table for his customers to see.
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