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Small and mid-size Pennsylvania
manufacturers like yourself, my
reader, must now re-examine and
re-think how you can strengthen
your competitive position and still
grow sales in spite of unprecedent-
ed economic uncertainty. Someone
said, “These times will test our
mettle!”

We pass on the following suggestions
that you might want to share with your
business development team. They repre-
sent proven strategic and tactical lessons
that our clients have learned, adopted and
practiced, particularly in economic down-
turns. Selling and implementing market-
ing initiatives in an economic downturn
requires discipline and focus beyond cur-
rent levels experienced. Navigating the
waters ahead will require changes to your
day- to-day selling practices. We trust that
one or two of the following guidelines
might be helpful.

Before we explore several downturn
principles, the following risk analysis
matrix might help you focus on two of
four segments that will need to be priori-
tized.  The overarching principle here is
that in times like these you simply cannot
be “all things to all people.”  Focus is para-
mount in your navigational exercise.

1. Protect Core Business at All Costs
Maintaining current levels of business at
key accounts will require preemptive
actions to ensure all fundamental services
you provide are done with excellence.  It is
no time to take a performance hit by not

meeting or exceeding cus-
tomer expectations in core
segments. It might be time to
conduct a customer satisfac-
tion study to identify any areas
that might be suspect and offer a
competitor an inroad.

2. Examine the 
De-Marketing Principle
Every customer is not always a good
customer. For those that annoy you,
cause stress among customer service
personnel, continue to make unrea-
sonable demands and are slow to honor
their accounts payable, raise prices.  If
they leave, direct that energy to favorable
customers.

3. Develop a Lead 
Qualification Program
The expansion and intensity of a deployed
sales focus is critical. Providing your sales
force or selling process/channel, i.e. dis-
tributors, with pre-qualified sales leads is
critically important. This will go a long
way by prioritizing business development
activity. Some argue it is the responsibility
of your sales force to qualify sales leads.
Our thoughts: Not in a downturn!  Invest
in a process to contact target prospects
and go through a series of questions to
determine their likelihood to consider
doing business with you. This can be
accomplished with existing personnel.
You might be surprised at what a qualified
prospect given to your sales force to fol-
low up might be worth to your business.

4. Target Highly
Probable OEM or User

Segments Where You
Currently Have Lower

Penetration
“You won’t know until you ask.”

Often there is low-hanging fruit
in business segments outside

your core business. Direct focused
selling activity on those prioritized

businesses with a value proposition
as a trial offer. It’s time to expand

breadth of sales coverage beyond the
norm.  

5. Cross Sell Existing Customers
It is much easier to sell existing cus-
tomers something else than it is to locate
and sell new customers anything. Think
about it! What products or services cur-
rently in your line can address this issue? 

6. Increase Promotional Activity
and Customer/Prospect
Communications Frequency 
and Intensity
The wrong choice is to cut back this busi-
ness development activity.  For example,
Rubbermaid’s policy is, has been, and will
continue to be, doubling dollars spent
here when times are rough.  

7. Slow Longer-Term New Product
Development Initiatives to Favor
Financing the Above Activities
We are advocates of new product devel-
opment, period!  However, continuing
longer term product development initia-
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tives that will not impact 12-month revenue can be
slowed to favor building business today with
shorter-term product introductions and selling
what you currently offer. 

8. Do Not Reduce “Feet on the Street” or
Any Direct Customer Contact Personnel
Speaking about sales personnel that have face-to-
face selling requirements, i.e., “feet on the street,”
consider adding a distribution segment beyond
your core business where existing distributors
currently service and are positioned. Thus, adding
additional “feet on the street.” When OEM build
“schedules” soften, the aftermarket is still very
viable. Distributors then become a more impor-
tant factor in day-to-day business. 

9. Focus on Becoming Known as “Easy to
Do Business With”
In the tough times that we are facing, companies
should reevaluate any rigid policies /requirements,
e.g., minimal order sizes, warranty policy, delivery
requirements, distributor stock refurbishing, etc.,
to become more lenient, flexible and accommodat-
ing in core segments or with key customers. 

10. Recruit and Upgrade Sales Personnel
From sourcing terminations by competitors, and
by weeding our current marginal personnel,
change can be positive. There is ample talent avail-
able now to upgrade and strengthen your direct
selling efforts if needed.

11. Identify Competitive Weakness 
that Can Be Exploited
Your selling system does have intelligence on the
position that your key competitors either enjoy or
are ashamed. Ask them! Often market research can
also play a significant role here. Develop selling
tactics that target those weaknesses and counter
with a value proposition you provide to address
each weakness.

12. Shift Paid Advertising Budgets from a
Traditional Format to Electronic Vehicles
Let’s face it, we live in an electronic communica-
tions world. Capturing multiple customer e-mail
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addresses is golden. Acquiring a database of electronic prospects is even
more so. Instruct your marketing communications personnel to move
quickly and get mind share by providing your business’ value proposi-
tion electronically and less expensively.

Where do we go from here? As a Pennsylvania manufacturer, you
and your peers want to win by offering your constituencies the best prod-
ucts and services available on the market.  Consider some of these steps
for your operations. You can make 2009 a good year. �

Dan Telep is President of Crossroads Development Group. Learn more
at www.crossroadsltd.com.
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