Planning for Our Market’s Recovery

Introduction:

Our market, comprising the broadcast and professional audio-video equipment manufacturers, dealers and re-sellers, professional end-users, service providers such as associations, shows and trade magazines, is a highly resilient one.  Historically, it has seen and weathered many economic storms. Radio and newspapers preexisted the Great Depression and yet many of the same companies are still here today, you could even say many of them lived on and prospered in the many years that followed.  Some of our most innovative and – today – powerful companies got their starts during that period. And, on the end-user side, millions of professionals have grown out of a once very small sized industry. Most of them will still be there when things improve.    

As we have seen in the past, in which we have experienced a number of downturns, ultimately they turn upwards. We believe, that we will all see, that this one is, in that sense, no exception.  Despite job losses in the global consumer economy that have impacted ad revenues and precipitated our – broadcast and pro audio-video downturn – and budgetary cutbacks that followed, life goes on. And, as surely as we have all been affected by the slow pace of things, that will lift. Timing that lift is tricky to be sure. But, as unpredictable and severe as the losses have been, so to is the ultimate uplift and gains. 

It is amazing, but very few of our industry’s companies have closed their doors. Or, even been merged or undergone visible changes despite the difficulty of the economy.  So far at least, trade show space is very close to the 2007 and 2008 square footage levels and attendance has held up fairly well. And, a case in point is the 55,000 attendees who recently attended BIRTV in Beijing.  Yes, we would expect to see some attrition in 2009 in both exhibitor space and attendees, but probably not too deeply. Revenues are off at radio and TV stations and networks and that will likely continue into 2009, but we would expect to see that begin to rally later in the year, as jobs begin to come back, the Wall Street values climb in an incipient bull market and the good news is passed along the buying chain. On the production and post side of things, there was some scaling back in 2008, and even in 2007, in the post space, with big facilities closing, especially in major markets.  But, this trend predated the current economic blues and may have presaged a trend towards boutique-style operations and reflect the expanding freelance direction the industry had already committed to, what we call the ‘laptop video generation. ‘    

We also expect to see the rise of mergers and acquisitions and partnerships announced in the trade media and at shows this year, as one of the victims of the economy has been stock prices which may make takeovers seem irresistible to the companies holding sufficient cash.  

But, what should you do in the interim, before the ‘cavalry’ arrives? That depends, to a great extent, on who you are and what you are doing or selling, if you are an individual or a business, a manufacturer or a reseller. 

If you are an employee:

Calm down as best you can. It’s a stressful time. Be cooperative and positive-minded. And, if possible, be more innovative than ever before. Take the first step to help your boss or your firm to cut costs and help your employer find new methods and greater efficiency. Be friendly and try to remain positive despite your misgivings. Jobs statistics show that friendly positive people are more likely to retain their jobs than hard to get along with prima donnas. Be flexible about pay cutbacks and shorter hours or scaled back benefits. Try to see from the company perspective and not just your own. It may be better to compromise than be the one that is laid off. And, it will be appreciated by your firm, now and as their business strengthens later this year

If you are an employer:

Trained, skilled staff are not a ‘dime a dozen.’ They are highly valuable. So, before you consider lay offs or cutbacks, remember your investment in them, not just what they cost you. You once saw them only as assets. Now, you need to count not only what their day to day, week to week cost to you is, but the value of the aggregate investment you’ve made in them. Your budgetary concerns should also reflect what it would likely cost if you had to start all over again from scratch, to hire and train. Plus, they are not only good for what they know, but also for who they know. All the customers and prospects they have contact with, are part of their net worth to you. Again, your staff people are your most cherished resource, not just a bottom line liability.  

Manufacturers need to retain, even protect, industry service providers:

Yes, it is true that one of the first places that get cut is advertising and trade show costs in a recession, and this has meant a tremendous squeeze on the dollars that normally go to trade magazines, trade shows, trade associations and yes, research and consulting services providers such as DIS. But, they all play an important role in taking the pulse of and giving you access to the markets you sell to and hope to positively influence. In short, none of these entities can survive without your support.  And, in times of tight money, advertising and promoting your brand is even more urgent than when times are good.  Likewise, in such economic times, taking the pulse and gauging where the best niches are becomes highly useful in targeting where to spend the promotional money and who to chase after for sales. 

Techniques that can help you win:

An economic downturn can actually become an incentive for inventing or utilizing what we would call guerilla tactics that can be more effective and yet much more affordable. The following are a few notable examples.

E-mail wins new converts:

Despite the spam filters and e-mail costs ~ such as list aggregation and rental, server space, employee time ~ e-mail remains one of the most efficient and targeted ways to communicate. And, as a bonus, its green.  Talk about a bedrock ROI for your effort! Businesses in our industry ~ and this includes us, of course ~ are using a variety of methods and formats to do effective e-mail marketing. One is the newsletter. It can be a really welcomed item IF it focuses on and provides genuinely useful information for its recipients and is not merely self-serving. Another is press releases. Although mainly targeted at writers, analysts and editors at trade magazines and trade websites, such releases, again, are welcomed as long as they are of informational merit.  Also of value are e-mailing technical white papers and training materials or links to them. Finally, sales letters – if cleverly written and engaging and – sometimes where an offer is time sensitive – such as a discount – can also be quite engaging to the recipients. Blasting indiscriminately, leads to large numbers of opt outs, spam reports and junking. Don’t forget to honor requests for removing people from your lists, when they ask, because it’s the right thing to do, but also they can become nasty if you ignore their pleas, and that creates negative PR. But, bottom line, e-mail is effective when it is fresh and interesting and is done using honest and appropriate business practices.     

What actually makes e-mails work?

Recent studies –several of them – show that 35% of e-mail recipients open their messages chiefly based on the subject line message.  And, 69% report them as spam if they don’t like the look of that subject line. So, be careful to be honest and clear and enticing in your choice of words in the subject line. Testing a small group could be a smart move, when you are trying to determine what works best. Tracking the ‘opens’ another.  Stats also suggest that humorous subject lines may be the best performing ones. Bottom line, the subject line is critical to the success of your e-mails. But, you don’t know until you have tested.  But, ‘opens’ alone do not constitute the sole gauge of success.  Rather ‘click-to-more’ rates are a better indication. Getting people to opt-in (which means to get them to permit themselves to be kept in the e-mail distribution list) is essential and must be an embedded part of every new contact made.  Always place the numbers, links or other site information as far up the page as you can so it does not get lost. Always provide an alt tag as an alternative to image-based click through places, just in case the recipient’s browser does not accommodate pictures.  Furthermore, make sure that the most important few sentences of your message are contained in the opening and top most section of your text message.  

Social media can augment e-mails:

We shouldn’t forget the meteoric rising popularity of social networking sites such as Facebook and others. They are becoming an alternative to or an augmentation of the use of pure e-mail marketing.  In our industry there is no shortage of blogs, user group support sites, trade association sites and specialized links or sites. These can be used very successfully and make a very good compliment to purely e-mail blasting to end-users.   The biggest e-mail service providers such as Yahoo, Google and Hotmail realize this as do the popular e-mail blasting services such as Constant Contact as well.  They both ~ regular e-mail and social media ~ can act side-by-side as part of a broadband initiative you can design and deploy.  While social networking use – in 2008 – grew by 33%, normal e-mail only grew by 1% in the same time frame. That according to Internet research trackers ComScore.   

Utilizing long-form ads and video on the web:

The personal computer is no longer just a place where people might watch only a few minutes of on-line content.  Forester Research has identified that 64% of USA on-line viewers watch video on-line and watch up to 56 minutes of on-line video a week! Half watch full length features such as movies.  As you can imagine, this has created an opportunity for accompanying advertising. But, that is not our point here.  Instead what we are suggesting is that you begin to look at your web site as a location to keep click-able media files as well as text or picture information and engage your site visitors in what you know well as video professionals, video and audio files as a form of promotional material.  You can train, sell, assist and engage ~ and in that way, make your site stickier ~ with site visitors. 43% of business persons go on line at work, according to the Harris survey (October 2008), so clearly the more you can make your site appealing the better.  A famous 20th Century print ad, written by advertising copywriting genius, John Caples, began with the headline “They all laughed when I sat down at the piano, until I began to play.” The point is, good copy – and the Caples ad was a full page of copy – can be very captivating to a reader in print or on-line. And, websites lend themselves to delivery of longer-form messages, so use them wisely and creatively.     

Professional coupons and discounts can appeal:

Did you know that the primary criteria this year for Christmas shopping ~ aside from lower prices ~ was “coupons I receive,” said 70%, according to SheSource (October 2008). Of course that is for consumer behavior and professionals may not operate the same. But, in a down economy, e-mailing or hard copy mailing of discount offers tied to a timeline and featuring a coupon – with or without bar code – could be an effective incentive. Sometimes this is enhanced by a tie-in with a trade magazine or trade event or show.  55% said flyers and mailed ads were influential. 

Less credit, layaway and more cash payments:

Although it may be somewhat counter-intuitive, consumers and businesses alike appear to be steering away from the use of traditional credit cards and towards various means of cash paying, insofar as they can. By this we mean PayPal, pre-paid debit or bank debit cards and layaway plans. True, such approaches would seem more applicable in consumer transactions, but businesses too are both offering them and utilizing them in increasing numbers.  Merchants and manufacturers who choose to offer credit alternatives may reap a benefit in these times.  Why not offer a form of layaway to your professional customers. Or, assist them with making outside leasing or line-of-credit arrangements with any of the banks or third-party lenders who already know the video industry. Their names are in every trade show directory, globally. Alternative retail payment programs – amongst consumers – increased by 18% in 2008 according to Javelin Strategy & Research of the USA.  Another strategy is deferred payments. You know who your best customers are. Select them and offer them as program by which you take their orders and agree to permit them time payments instead of front-end paying. Become their bank, if their bank won’t function that way.  At the very least, you will be building more receivables and that is almost as positive as cash, especially if your firm’s credit is strong.    

Use research to identify the best markets:

One small plug here for DIS and its broad range of research reports. Research, so long as it is fresh, and representative of the segment it covers, can really illuminate and clarify the state of the market, show the way to who is buying and make targeting them simpler and more effective. Our latest global research does not show all gloom and doom. Far from it, the DIS 2008 and 2009 reports were, more than ever, tweaked to maximize their ability to help you and to gauge the month and place in which the turnaround will come. And, most importantly, who will be buying most and what they will be looking for. Visit our on-line site or simply click here to see the list and download the appropriate report prospectuses.    

