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Your customers

People
power

Personal recommendation
can be vital for the Future
success of any small

business, says Sarah Bridge

hen it comes to

setting up your own

business, generating

a positive word of

mouth can be crucial.
Personal recommendations are far
more likely to be trusted and acted
upon - indeed, research shows that 70
per cent of people choose a product
or service because friends and family
have recommended it.

It can also be easier on the budget al a
time when you're really trying 1o stretch
your monay as far as it will go, since
building good customer relationships
is far less expensive than costly
advertising campaigns.

Jim Pople runs his own design and
construction business, Pople Design
Construction, and refies antirely on
customers’ recommendations. It seems
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to be warking — his company is boeoked
up until the end of the year —and Jim says

that the secret is putting the customer first.

"Peopke can ba quite nervous about the
construction industry so wea maka sura
we give greal customer saervice,” e says.
“Wea really go out of our way to make sure
that the customer is happy and that way,
they're glad to recommend us.”

Simon Briault of the Federation of Small
Businesses agrees, “The way to get a
customer to recommend you is to provide
a good service at a good price and to
encourage peopla 1o tell their frends,” he
says. *Once word gets around, it grows

exponentially — one person tells two people,

they each tell two pecple — and then you've
got really high visibility as a compary.”

Tell your friends
Five years ago, Claie Brynteson set up her
company buy:time which provides PA-style

help to time-stressed executives, Not having
moaney to spend on advartising, Claire built
her blsiness up entirely through word ol
miauth, teling friends, former work colleagues
and evieryone she knew about her comparnsy.

*| reslied entirely on personal
recommendations, which really worked
because by the time people got in touch,
thay already knew all about me and were
more likely to use the senvice,” she says.

Bury:time now has 500 clients and is
approaching half a rifion pounds in annual
urnover. Claire makes sure she keeps track
of customers by logging every single
purchase and query onto a database so she
can follow up on how things wenl and what
other services might be needed further
down the line.

Buillding customer relationships is one
area where SMEs can do better than
larger corporations.

“Small and medium-sized enlemnprises ana



Case study
Name: David McPherson Company: AegisIT Role: Founder

“ACT! has fundamentally changed the way we operale as a business,” says

David McPherson, founder of leading technology infrastructure experts Aegis
IT. “We can do things with client information that wouldn't have been possible
befora we got the software.”

Although they'd been “playing around with it for a while”, the business finally
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we hadn't exploited,” he says. “As a small business, it's allowed us 1o empower
people from within the company. The software gives us visibility, allowing us 1o store
important data in one place, so there's no reason for people to check up on chent
information all the time. We can communicate using the technology.” Perfect for a
team that spends vast amounts of time out of the office and away from the
mesting room, “As founder, | also tend to be engrossed in one or two of our
bigger accounts, but ACT] lets me see what's going on in all areas of
the business."

The software has also put paid to the team's “preconceived idea of CRM",
1 didn't realise it could help with things like forecasting,” he continues, “or
that it was so sales-driven. It's allowed us to focus much more on core
business... and we just wouldn't have been able fo do that before.”

at a real advantage when it comes to
building personal refationships with their
customers,” says Briaull, “The owner is
more likely 10 be in touch with the customers
themsealves due to the size of the business,
and then they're more able to keep track of
them, ask them how previous purchases
went, and build up a relationship with them.”

But with the widening reach of the
Internat, SME cwners shouldn't feel imited
to buikding word of mouth just around their
local neighbourhoocd. Positive reviews on
websites and forums also count as glowing
recommendations. Even if the reviews are
from strangers, online endorsement can
really help to build a positive buzz around
your product or service,

“I've always concentrated on getting
referrals from within the: local region | work
in,” says Pople. “But now | reaise that you
can actually build up word of mouth from
much further afield, thanks to the Internet.” o2

Talk the talk

Other ways to build
word of mouth

Create a buzz on the Internet,
Jain forums and natworking




