Sell Your Gold & Other Recession-Inspired Marketing Tips

By Suzanne M. Wood
There was a time when I boycotted Wal-Mart because of its personnel practices, popped over to Clinique when my lipstick tube was only ¾ empty and would think nothing of dropping $35 for a matinee with the kids on a hot afternoon. Oh, 2007, those were the days!
Lately, though, you’ll find Wal-Mart bags in my recycling bin, Redbox movies on our media shelf and drug store lipstick in my makeup bag. Like everyone, I’ve learned the value of cold, hard cash in the bank.
Businesses large and small also are taking more draconian measures to keep the cash flowing. Unfortunately, many companies are cutting back in the area that’s more directly tied to revenue than any other: Marketing. 
Eliminating low-return, high-cost marketing activities is fine and even, in some cases, essential. Ceasing all marketing activity, however, is suicidal. Because once the economy is rocking again, people will be looking for places to spend their money and partners to do business with. If you haven’t been visible, you’ll have to start marketing from scratch.
Instead of hiding under a rock until the recession’s over, businesses need to maintain marketing momentum. They can do this by applying the strategies of personal budgeting to their marketing efforts: Do more with less, wring every bit of value out of what you already have and band together with others in the same boat. 
Below are a few resourceful, recession-inspired tips to try, even if your business seems to be doing well.

Sell your gold
Now that gold is valued at about $900 an ounce, women around the country are hosting gold-selling parties the way they used to invite the neighbors over to admire Tupperware. And who hasn’t seen those tacky commercials promising riches for the contents of your jewelry box?

While businesses don’t have dusty tennis bracelets lying around, they do possess an even more precious kind of gold: their staff. 
Most employees have untapped talents you can use to enhance your company’s presence, brand or reputation. By taking an inventory of your staff’s certifications, technical expertise, author credits, skills, and previous job experience, you can create a team of ambassadors who can market the company in unexpected and inexpensive ways. These include:
· Giving speeches at trade, professional, civic and community events on behalf of the company

· Writing articles for trade publications or your company’s blog or Web site.
· Serving as subject-matter experts for local media, journalist-focused sites like ProfNet, or on social media sites like LinkedIn

· Managing your company’s social media presence using such outlets as Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, MeetUp and the like.

As long as these assignments don’t add to an employee’s daily workload, he or she should welcome the opportunity to stretch their wings. And if you have a marketing or communications department, they’ll be happy to have the help.
Plant a garden

Michelle Obama recently made news by becoming the first First Lady since Eleanor Roosevelt to create a kitchen garden at the White House. While the Obamas’ garden is largely symbolic, more Americans than ever before are turning to backyard farming to keep food costs down.

Your business can yield benefits by taking advantage of fallow time to invest in low-cost training and development. How is this related to marketing? The savviest marketing in the world won’t compensate for the red ink that unhappy, disgruntled, or poorly trained staff can spill on your bottom line. So use down time to: 

Cross-train workers in several functions. This allows employees to better appreciate what the rest of the team does, saves down time during employee absences, and protects against chaos in the event of layoffs, bankruptcy or a company merger. In addition to boosting morale, cross-training benefits employees by exposing them to other skills or disciplines they might one day want to pursue.

Look within for training. Inventory your staff to see whether internal talent can put on a workshop or training program equal in quality to those your employees usually travel to attend. And bring speakers in instead of sending employees out by sponsoring lunch and learns; you can often get free speakers for such events by consulting professional organizations in your area.

Bring projects from the back burner to the front. Although to call this marketing may seem a stretch, there are plenty of “nice but not necessary” initiatives you’ve been putting off that could make a difference to your company’s financial health—and therefore its ability to market more aggressively. One that comes to mind is starting a wellness committee. Their task is to find and implement ideas to help employees boost their health in an effort to keep insurance costs down, whether it’s bringing in a dietician or personal training for consultations a couple of times a year, promoting walking during lunch hour or securing discounts to a local fitness center. 
Another is starting an environmental committee. Such committees find ways to help the company be more sustainable and therefore more “green,” saving both time and the planet. If you invest in projects like these when company activity is slower than normal, they’ll be running on autopilot by the time the economy picks up.
Have a potluck
People of all income levels enjoy potluck occasions because it gives them a chance to show off their favorite dish and eat a little of a lot of different foods. (OK, maybe more than a little, but who’s counting?)

When times are tough, potlucks make it possible for people to be hospitable without spending a bundle. Businesses can apply the potluck concept to their marketing by teaming up with complimentary or neighboring businesses in a number of ways. The bottom line: Everybody brings something to the table for the mutual benefit of all parties.
Some of the best ways to leverage each other’s resources and skills include:

Co-op advertising. Retailers and distributors have long relied on this form of advertising to lower their costs. Under the arrangement, the retailer or distributor runs a newspaper, magazine or Web ad touting a product, and the manufacturer of that product in turn foots all or part of the bill for the ad creation and media buy. But service businesses can also engage in a form of co-op advertising by asking to be included in “business directory” sections of both print and online news sites. These sections—which might range from little more than a listing to a small version of a regular ad—are priced much lower than the rates of an individual display ad.
Joint ventures. Partnering with another business whose clientele is similar or identical to yours makes so much sense, it’s amazing more businesses don’t do it. Are lawyers and accountants a good match? Check. Doctors and dentists? Check. Pediatricians and tutoring centers? Check. Dry cleaners and clothing boutiques? Another check. 
Once you identify a business that’s a good fit, your joint venture can range from mailing endorsements to one another’s client lists, teaming up for a special offer, enclosing coupons in each other’s mailings, or placing an endorsement or testimonial in each other’s newsletter or Web site. To learn more about this great marketing method, I highly recommend reading “Getting Everything You Can Out of All You’ve Got” by Jay Abraham.
Host an event or trade show booth together. Although seminars are great ways for some businesses to get exposure and generate leads, they can be expensive, whether you’re attending one as an exhibitor or staging your own. 
Banding together with a complimentary company can make the costs of hosting a seminar—venue rental, marketing materials, refreshments, publicity, etc.--much more affordable. 
For example, a cosmetic dentist and plastic surgeon or medical esthetician could host a seminar on “Turning Back the Clock.” A personal trainer and a dietician could hold one on “Don’t Fear the Beach This Summer!” 
And if you’ve always wanted to exhibit at a chamber of commerce expo or other trade show, consider sharing booth space with someone whose services your clients need. You’ll share the cost and reap the benefits.
While it’s natural to be concerned about the stagnant economy, you can weather the storm by staying optimistic and being creative with your marketing dollars. Stones are for skipping, not hiding under.
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