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If you’ve ever passed a brick and mortar business while walking down the street, you
know the importance of marketing. Without proper marketing material surrounding the
storefront, even the best products can fly significantly under the radar, never achieving
their full potential.
But that leaves startups caught between a rock and a hard place. On one end there’s
the utter need for marketing that will ensure the survival of the company. On
the other, there’s the fact that traditional marketing isn’t really that effective
anymore.
It presents some seemingly insurmountable challenges, like the fact
that people are developing banner blindness, or the fact that they are
not really ready to trust a company based exclusively on a few ads
distributed around the web. Then, there’s the problem of not adding any
value through traditional advertising techniques, or the fact that most
advertising is interruptive.
All these challenges demand a new approach towards marketing,
one which will sit better with the change of technology in the
21st century. Can startups use marketing to add value
to their potential customers, while also
delighting them along the way? Can
they use marketing to build trust? Of
course they can, and they definitely
should. Read on to find out how.

Main challenges of marketing a start-up:
Positioning
The age-old wisdom that one should measure twice before cutting once is highly
applicable for startups and their marketing efforts. Before executing any type of strategy,
a startup must carefully consider where it will position itself on the playing field.
On one side there is the startup’s target audience, and on the other are those same
target audience’s challenges, pain points, needs and wants. Sometimes, this audience
isn’t even aware of some of the problems they face, nor does it know that there are
solutions out there that could help ease that burden.
In a startup scenario, the ‘measure-twice-cut-once’ practice comes in the form of proper
positioning. Understanding your target audience, their unique challenges, as well as the
product and how it addresses those challenges allows you to position yourself nicely to
be the obvious problem solver and go-to solution.

Trust
Problem-solving capabilities and challenge-easing skills will not matter much if the
target audience has little trust in the solution, the company behind it, or the people
running the company. Trust is one of the driving forces behind any human interaction,
and startup marketing is certainly no exception.
Developing a state of trust between a startup and its audience is paramount. However
nowadays, this proves to be extra difficult in marketing. A 2015 Expertcity report says
traditional marketing fails to gain consumer trust. “Across the board, marketers are
overvaluing traditional advertising and not placing nearly enough emphasis on actual
people—who, it turns out, are what actually impact consumers most,” it says.
In late 2016, a MarketingSherpa report backed these claims, adding that digital marketing
is not exactly gaining trust with consumers. And finally in 2017, a Forbes piece argued
that traditional ads don’t work anymore “because 84 percent of millennials simply don’t
trust traditional advertising”.
All of these reports have one thing in common – they stress the importance of placing
emphasis on actual people and allowing for a two-way communication with the audience,
instead of the traditional one-way street.

Time to market
Time to market is another major challenge that frequently gives headaches to startups and their marketing teams. When do you decide the product is ready to hit the
virtual (or actual) shelves? Should you even wait for the product to be ready? Should
you advertise an unfinished product? In his Lean Startup Methodology, Eric Ries (an
American entrepreneur, blogger and author) argues that startups should never wait to
create a complete, fully functional product to ship it to market and start advertising, as
they are risking zero audience interest and a potential disaster.
Instead, startups should focus on creating an MVP, or Minimum Viable Product. After
doing work on positioning, understanding what pain points the product should solve
and how, startups should focus on creating an MVP and pushing it to the market as
soon as possible, followed up by a strong advertising effort.
That way, startups are feeling the audience’s pulse as they build
and develop their product. This allows them to fail fast, fail cheap,
build trust and create a product worthy of their audience’s time.

Testing is not a phase
Startups are also faced with the challenge of testing their marketing campaigns. This
can’t be stressed enough – testing a campaign is not a phase, rather an ongoing process.
Testing is a permanent state, a mindset, a way of life. A start-up’s marketing efforts are
not Georgie’s paper boat that you build, varnish, name, and send down a street river
until it either fails or leads you somewhere nice.

Come on, Georgie, what’s the worst that can happen? [Credit: YouTube]

Instead, marketing needs to be kept on a short leash at all times. It needs to be
thoroughly analyzed through the help of quantitative and qualitative analytics
tools, such as touch heatmaps or user session recordings. Marketing teams
need to, on a daily basis, gather data on their campaigns to see if they are
achieving desired results: creating trust, building relationships, positioning
their product properly and, ultimately, gathering leads and customers.

Where young start-ups
usually get it wrong
No business can thrive without marketing. By solving
the challenges of trust, positioning, time to market, as
well as getting into the eternal testing mindset, startups
will have laid down solid foundations for a successful
marketing campaign. But despite solving these
challenges, startups still manage to get it wrong in their
marketing campaigns. The first problem? Interrupting.

Interrupting instead of adding value
Most of today’s marketing is interruptive. It requires consumers to
take their eyes off whatever they were doing, in order to consume
a marketing message, be that a classic ad, a pop-up, a pre-roll or
almost any other format. Worst case scenario – the content of the
advertising message has very little, or nothing in common with the
content they were consuming before. This places a serious strain on
the UX and alienates consumers from the website / app they were
visiting.
Interruptive ads bring no value to consumers, but rather just gets
in the way of what they were previously doing. That is why
there is a huge debate going on about advertising and UX,
where publishers look to place ads closely related to their
content, offer native advertising that fits right into the rest
of the content, or even create sponsored content right
from the get-go, all with the goal of eliminating interruption
and possibly adding extra value.
Instead of interrupting, start-ups can use their marketing efforts
to educate their target audience. Instead of seeking them out on
the vast plains of the World Wide Web and tugging their virtual
shirt, they can add value to the content their audience consumes,
essentially ensuring that it’s the target audience that finds the startup, and not the other way around.

Selling too soon
Another huge mistake young start-ups and their marketing teams make, sometimes
without even noticing it, is trying to sell their products to their target audience too soon.
People are not always ‘in the zone’, and ready to buy. Some marketers tend to buy lists
of names that have been harvested from large data bases, FFA sites, “safe lists“, and
other means, thinking that they can find a shortcut to their customers’ heads and hearts.
Forcing a product on them, especially in such disruptive, zero value ways, destroys any
chance of building trust, hurts all positioning efforts and, at the end of the day, is highly
interruptive.
Before buying any product, the majority of people will first do some reading online.
They will look for other people’s experiences with similar problems, research different
solutions, consider their options, read a bunch of reviews and then make their
purchasing decision.

The majority does research before deciding to buy [Source: Business Insider]

Superstar startup marketing teams see this as an opportunity. An opportunity to
build trust, to add value instead of interrupting, and to position their startup perfectly,
between the consumer and the challenge they’re facing. How? More on that below.
Before that, let’s discuss another mistake startups usually make:

Not analyzing the competitor landscape
In order to analyze the competitor landscape, a start-up’s marketing team needs to be
heavily involved in four key steps:
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Looking for
products solving
similar problems
as their own

Looking for
funding for those
products on
CrunchBase

Analyzing
marketing efforts
via SimilarWeb or
Google

Doing some heavy
review reading

Without financial backing, startups are doomed for failure. Potential investors are more
likely to be interested in the market, the product’s possible struggles and competition
than the product itself. Therefore, it is up to the company’s marketing team to
understand where they sit on the market, how they can build a better product, organize
a better business model and offer competitive pricing. Those looking to learn more
about figuring out a startup’s competitor landscape should read this.

Enter inbound marketing
Like we said earlier in this eBook,
consumers tend to do their due
diligence before making any
purchasing decisions. This can be
in the form of looking for other
people’s experiences with similar
problems, reading about different
solutions, and reading tons of reviews.
For superstar startup marketing teams, this is an opportunity for better positioning,
building trust, and making sure they’re not selling too soon. This process is better known
as inbound marketing, sometimes also called content marketing.
Unlike traditional outbound marketing, where startups look where their target audience
is on the web, and add their advertising messages there, inbound marketing helps
startups draw their target audience to themselves, hence the name ‘inbound’.
By creating quality content in the form of blogs, eBooks, podcasts, videos, infographics,
or anything else they can come up with, start-ups are no longer looking for their target
audience – it’s the audience that is going to look for them. As they search the web, they
will find your content. If the content is good (and we’ll assume it is great), it will add
value, build trust, solve challenges and pain points, all while not rushing to sell.
In order to understand inbound marketing and create awesome content, startups and
their marketing teams need to understand two important aspects: the buyer persona,
and the buyer’s journey.
What exactly are those? a buyer persona is a “semi-fictional representation of your ideal
customer based on market research and real data about your existing customers.”
In other words, businesses need to do their research to understand who they will be
creating content for, what those people are looking for online, what they want to read
and which kinds of problems they are looking to solve (hopefully with their product).
Things like demographics, behavior patterns and goals should be included in the
research.
“Buyer personas provide tremendous structure and insight for your company. A
detailed buyer persona will help you determine where to focus your time, guide product
development, and allow for alignment across the organization. As a result, you will be
able to attract the most valuable visitors, leads, and customers to your business.”

HubSpot (the publicly traded company that coined the term “inbound
marketing”) has a template on how to create buyer personas, you can
check it out here.

A buyer’s journey, on the other hand, is the process of researching a problem, from
the very first stages (when the buyer first encounters a problem), to the very last (when
they’re deciding on a solution). The journey is comprised of three stages: Awareness
Stage, Consideration Stage and Decision Stage. The awareness stage is when customers
start feeling their first pain points. For example, if they notice mold on the ceiling of
their apartment, they will first do some heavy online research to learn more. Once the
problem is understood, and customers start looking for solution options, they have
essentially entered the consideration stage. And finally, when they choose on a solution
and look to learn more and eventually buy it – that is the decision stage. By following the
consumers every step of the journey, educating them on the problems they are facing
and how they can be solved, a startup will build trust with consumers and be there at
the right moment – when they’re ready to buy. All of this means that startups will need
to turn their blog into the front door to their website and their business.
It is also important to note that just creating great content won’t be enough. You
see, out there, everyone is battling for attention. People doing research and looking
for solutions online will be swamped with content. Startups need to make sure their
content is well-positioned so that customers can find it easily. This can be achieved
through search engine optimization (SEO) – a practice which optimizes content so
search engines can properly recognize and index it, and present it to the readers when
requested. Optimizing content means adding keywords in blog post titles, as well as in
the content itself.

Google keyword planner is a great
tool to organize your ongoing SEO efforts.

Adding keywords will help your target audience find content faster. Adding a maximum
of three keywords per 1,000 words will suffice. Google (as well as other major search
engines) are careful not to be abused, so too many keywords might result in the content
being downranked.

Notable examples
So, has inbound marketing already been used by someone out there, in the real world?
You bet. And their success stories are extraordinary. Business Blocks, for example, grew
their business by 600 percent in six months, resulting in it being acquired by a publicly
traded company.
The online education company faced two challenges mentioned in this eBook, as well:
positioning, authority, and time to market. Through successful implementation of an
inbound marketing campaign, focused around the complete buyer’s journey for small
business owners. Business Blocks created quality content, useful for their potential
customers, and traded it for contact details. That allowed the company to initiate a
relationship with those potential customers, helping Business Blocks build trust, add
value and push potential customers down a buyer’s journey.
At the end of that buyer’s journey stood these results:

Contacts list grew

Customers list grew

2,500%

600%

Business Blocks ended
up being acquired by

AmTrust.

But Business Blocks is not the exception that proves the rule – they’re not the only
company out there that’s used inbound to profoundly boost their business. The internet
is full of amazing case studies.

TUI Travel, a global leisure travel group, also took up inbound marketing and
ended up with mouth-watering results. By blogging once a week, they’ve seen an
increase in website visits by 20%, an increase in lead generation by 128% and an
increase in social media traffic by 213%.

Global plastic sheeting, a California-based company that builds flexible heavy duty
plastic sheeting, used blogging as an inbound marketing tactic. After two years of work,
traffic to its site rose 80%. Sales jumped 100%, and lead generation rose 92%. The
company’s director of marketing, Nana Hinsley, has called these results “nothing short
of a miracle“.
But perhaps the most amazing of all the stories, is the one about Marcus Sheridan
and his swimming pool company. Recession was an extremely tough time for anyone,
especially for those looking to sell swimming pools. Marcus saw it as an opportunity to
start blogging, to start answering people’s questions and delighting them with awesome
content.
“We just wrote about what people wanted to know,” he says in this video. “I took all the
questions I ever learned over the previous seven years and started answering each
one. To make a long story short, our website blew up and we became ‘the guys’ in the
fiberglass pool industry.”
He learned what inbound marketing was all about, tweaked his website and turned his
blog into the front door to his business. He witnessed as his swimming pool business
saw organic growth, becoming one of the biggest pool installers in the States.
“Inbound marketing is a vision of ‘I’m going to become a teacher of people within my
industry. Tell that customer something they already don’t know. And from that content
comes the trust. And from the trust come the leads. And, of course, from that, come the
sales.
Companies that create awesome content literally get to choose who their next client is.
“Their brand is so good because of what they’ve given to clients,” he describes a business
with a successful inbound marketing campaign. “They’re literally able to pick and choose
who they want to do business with. And when you can, as a business, start to choose,
your margins go up, you’re happier, you have so much less stress.”

Average person is exposed
to 300 – 700 advertising

messages a day

Closing comments
Without an awesome, innovative marketing strategy, a startup cannot expect significant
success in today’s business world. There is simply too many businesses fighting for their
customers’ attention. Some researchers will tell you that the average person is exposed
to 300 – 700 advertising messages a day. In roughly 16 hours that they spend awake.
That is just too much, and people are starting to develop ad blindness, unknowingly
disregarding and ignoring any and all advertising messages they see. Even if they don’t
simply ignore these messages, start-ups are still met with significant challenges of trust,
positioning, interrupting their target audience, selling too soon, or not analyzing who
they are up against.
Inbound marketing is a great way to solve these challenges while teaching and delighting
the target audience through the creation of amazing and innovative content. By letting
your audience come to you, giving them extra value and delighting them along the way,
you will set your start-up nicely on the road to marketing stardom.

