12 LOW OR NO-COST IDEAS TO

have to cost a fortune.

BY LESLIE SAUNDERS AND JIM DAVIS

s a rental car business owner or opera-
tor, it’s safe to assume that you spend
ost of your time in three areas: sales,

operations and “putting out fires” This is the
traditional approach to managing a rental
operation, so chances are you spend more
time in the latter two areas!

Effective marketing and sales don’t have
to cost a fortune. There are many low- or
no-cost ways you can strengthen your exist-
ing relationships with customers and build
new ones.

Create Your ‘Elevator Speech’

Your brand and marketing strategy are just
as important as the vehicles you rent and the
services you provide. One of the first steps to
attracting new customers is being able to ac-
curately describe what you have to offer, what
problems you solve and what benefits you
provide. What makes your operation better
or unique from others?

You and each of your employees should
be able to describe your business in an “ele-
vator speech.” This is a 30-second summary
of what you do and what makes you different.
Every elevator speech includes strong points
that describe your products, services, location
and niche. Is your company the value leader?
Do you provide the best service? Are you the
best in quality or price? Do you have a great
location and a new, diverse fleet?

After clarifying your strengths and business
proposition, you can then use that informa-
tion to build and grow your business.

MARKET YOUR
BUSINESS

From sponsoring community events and generating
press releases to creating email coupons and a social
network page, effective marketing and sales don’t

3 Ideas for Business Development

The best way to develop your business is
to “start where you are.” Opportunities are
all around you.

® Get involved in your local community.
Are your kids, your employees or the neigh-
bors’ kids part of a local sports team? Spon-
sor a cookout during a game. Or sponsor a
“scoreboard” - a dry erase board with your
logo on it, which can be used to keep score
during the games. For several hours, all eyes
will be on your logo.

You can host a car wash at your location to
support the local high school band. Also, reach
out to alocal charity and discuss using your
location for a fundraising event. Or sponsor
a food drive to support the local food pantry.
If you can, donate a product, service or a gift
certificate. If you can’t, your time is valuable
as well. (Make sure to wear your logo!)

©® Make some news. Contact your commu-
nity newspaper or radio station when some-
thing interesting is going on at your location.
Local papers like to print local news. Create
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a simple press release before contacting the
media that answers who, what, when, where
and why. Each time you have a “news event”
such as hiring a new employee, receiving new
vehicles or offering new products, let it be
known. Maybe it’s time for a grand “reopen-
ing” at which you will give away prizes or of-
fer refreshments. This is an ideal opportunity
to display all of your products - cars, trucks
and equipment - to your community.

® Network in your local chamber of
commerce. The chamber is a great organi-
zation to meet other business owners/oper-
ators and to learn about the business climate
in your market.

Make sure you are listed in the chamber’s
directory and on its Web site. See if you can
place flyers in the chamber’s welcome bags
for new residents.

You don’t have to aggressively sell at cham-
ber events, but participate, bring business cards
to exchange with other people and add them
to your contact list for later opportunities. Ask
the chamber for other sources that can provide
company names and contact people.

Suggest to your local chamber to sponsor a
“dine out” night. Local businesses can partici-
pate by providing a salad, small entrée, dessert
or coffee. Attendees would move from business
to business, spending a few minutes in each
business enjoying a small course and getting
to know that business and its employees.

In addition, offer to host a “business and
bagels” breakfast for all of the other chamber
members at your rental operation.
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3 Ways to use Social Networking

According to Nielsen Online, Americans
spend almost 23 percent of their online time
on social networking sites and less than 9 per-
cent of their online time on email now. But
where do you start?

@ Develop a social media plan. The advent
of YouTube, Facebook, MySpace, Twitter and
many others have created an online world that
may seem overwhelming. Take it one step ata
time to create a social media plan that’s right
for your business. Decide how much time you
want to designate to your online presence.
Make sure that your company’s mission, vi-
sion and points of differentiation are all rep-
resented consistently.

@ Create a Facebook page. There are more
than 500 million active Facebook users, with 150
million of those accessing Facebook through
mobile devices! Create a Facebook page for
your location; keep your friends and custom-
ers informed of new products, services and
specials. More and more local businesses are
using Facebook as a way to engage in regu-
lar dialogue with customers, who often share
their enthusiasm for your business with their
friends when they “like” your page.

® YouTube Yourself! Are you proud of
your facility, your fleet and other products
and services? Show it off on YouTube! A dig-
ital video camera and a well-scripted, 60-sec-
ond video can communicate a lot about your
business and your culture.

3 Ways to Retain Existing Business

Bane & Company, a Boston-based strate-
gic consulting firm, says it’s five times more
profitable to spend advertising dollars re-
taining current customers than acquiring
new ones.

© Thank your customers. Make your appre-
ciation known - too many times we take our
repeat customers for granted. Let them know
how much you appreciate their business. Send
them a card on a special occasion or, for no
reason at all, to say thanks. Offer them a small
token of your gratitude with a branded calen-
dar, magnet, pen or local sports team sched-
ule. Make sure to include special “bounce-
back” offers to existing customers.

During the slow periods of the day, call
up your past loyal customers, thank them
for their business and request that they keep
your company in mind for future needs. Ask
them if they have any occasions coming up
where they might need a rental. Even if the call

doesn’t result in a reservation, it will keep you
top of mind with your customers.

® Get your customers’ email addresses.
It’s surprising today how many firms don’t
try to capture their customers’ email address-
es. After receiving the customer’s permission,
put him or her on a special email list for your
best customers. Create a simple email template
with your logo, and always include an offer,
redemption instructions and a “call to action”
(what do you want them to do?).

There are several low-cost email marketing
services that will make your emails look pro-
fessional and allow you to track who opens
them. Most email readers only scan the mes-
sage, so get to the point quickly. Be sure all of
your emails contain an easy way for the cus-
tomer to “opt out.”
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©® Know how to be good when things go
bad. We all know that issues will arise such
as mechanical problems and service deliv-
ery failures.

Anyone can operate well when things
are smooth, but what about when things get
tough? Customer loyalty is built when a cus-
tomer sees you address a problem head on
and resolve it. Make sure all of your employ-
ees are trained and empowered to effectively
resolve problems as well.

Even if the issue is resolved to the customer’s
satisfaction, you can follow up with a “We’re
sorry” postcard that includes an offer for a
complimentary car wash or a free day.

3 Ideas for Generating Referral Business
The most important way to get referrals is
the simplest: Just ask! Let people know that you
welcome referral business and that the great-
est compliment you could ever receive is their

trust in referring business to you.

@ Develop a circle of 50 friends. These are
people who like you and will help you succeed.
Create a simple list or spreadsheet and re-
cord all of the information you can get on this
group, such as birthdays, anniversaries, chil-
dren’s names and ages, etc. Send them some-
thing every other month. Call them quarter-
ly and visit them personally at least once per
year. These items don’t have to be extravagant,
just small tokens of your appreciation. People
who feel connected to you and your business
can be your best advocates.

® Engage your employees and keep them
satisfied. Your employees don’t live in a vac-
uum. They have friends, outside activities
and multiple opportunities to speak posi-
tively about your business and make recom-
mendations.

Customers and the company benefit when
employees actively live the brand.” When em-
ployees are engaged and satisfied, their orga-
nizations enjoy the benefits of word-of-mouth
marketing, greater profitability and financial
results and a more differentiated brand.

Help employees share their enthusiasm by
giving each of them business cards with an
employee referral discount offer on the back,
which they can give to people they know.

® Get rated on a referral network. Third-
party referral networks, like Angie’s List, are
national in scope but local in nature. Although
there is a cost (usually paid by the consumer)
associated with joining some of these networks,
it can be worthwhile as they use the power of
reviews and testimonials to rank and rate busi-
nesses. Encourage your satisfied customers to
rate your business on these listings.

It doesn’t take a lot of money to market your
business, build customer loyalty and attract
new customers. Implementing even a few of
these low-cost or no-cost ideas right now can
get your business growing! @il

Leslie Saunders is president and owner of
Leslie Saunders Insurance and Marketing In-
ternational, a certified, woman-owned WBE/
DBE insurance agency that provides insur-
ance products and marketing and training
services to travel industry organizations.

Jim Davis is a Chicago-based training and
development professional with |8 years car
rental experience and more than 20 years of
experience in training management, design,
development and implementation.

NOVEMBER / DECEMBER 2010 « ARN 3



