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Marketing seems to be a major stumbling block for many small businesses.  The problem usually begins with a lack of understanding of how marketing differs from sales. The following definitions have helped me keep the distinction clear: 

· Marketing is the process of generating leads for sales 

· Sales is the process of turning leads into customers

The difference between them is most clear when a business has a physical sales force selling tangible products like industrial machines, real estate, automobiles, etc. The distinction becomes more blurred in cases or retail, catalog, and internet sales. In these cases, the physical store, the catalog, or the web site do the selling for you, not the sales force.  In some ways, this is harder since marketing becomes more critical. Marketing must get prospects in the door, catalogs in the hands of the ideal customer, and surfers to click on your web site. 

Many business owners only associate advertising with marketing, but marketing should answer the following questions before any advertisements are created. 
· Who is my ideal customer?

· Who is my competition?

· What price should I charge?

· Do I want to be high price low volume or low price high volume?

· How is my product positioned in the market?

· What is the size of my market?

· How is my market segmented?

· What kind of sales literature do I need?

· How and where should I distribute my marketing message? How often?

· How do I get free publicity, such as public service announcements (PSAs)?

· How do I brand my product?

· What kind of joint marketing opportunities exist?

Everything in marketing must begin by answering the first question on the list:

Who is my ideal customer?

If you haven’t answered this question, you’re shooting in the dark. You must determine your ideal customer as precisely as possible. For example, a home decorating business might define its ideal customer to be a married woman between the ages of 40 and 55 with an average family income greater than $150K, who lives in a water front community in a home valued in the top 15% of the market, which is located less than 15 miles from the center of Annapolis.  
Many business owners are reluctant to be so precise because they are fearful of eliminating prospects. This fear is usually unfounded since experience shows that the more a business focuses, the more successful it is likely to be. With the definition of your ideal customer in hand, you have the ammunition you need to begin answering the remaining questions. Start with your customer; the rest will follow.

