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What you’ll get from this seminar 

Join ISBM and John Fox, President and Founder for Venture Marketing for a deep-
dive into marketing to Small & Midsize Businesses (SMB). There are 27 million SMBs 
in the U.S. and Canada and represent an outstanding new market opportunity for 
many firms. John is one of the leading experts on this topic in the B2B space. During 
this one hour webinar, we will touch on the following: 

• SMB demographics 

• Top challenges SMB CEO’s face 

• Why it’s so difficult to get the attention of SMBs 

• Common obstacles in reaching SMBs 

• Segmentation strategies 

• How to avoid the Google Trap Door  

• Elements a winning strategy for reaching SMBs  
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John will also share with you: 

• How to be a go-to SMB Trusted Advisor 

• Key SMB resources and reference sites 

• How to earn trust through Strategic Value and Strategic Drive 

• The importance of being the “watering hole” for SMBs 

Thank you Mary. I’m delighted to share some of the things I’ve learned with your 
members and listeners today as they seek to develop a loyal customer base of small and 
midsize businesses. I should point out to the listeners that I’ve posted resources and 
the references I cited on my web site at http://www.venturemarketing.com/ISBM.  
From time to time, I’ll update that page, so you’ll want to bookmark it. 

As you listen to my presentation today it will be apparent that I’m passionate about 
Small and midsize businesses. I’ve devoted my career to working for and with small 
businesses. Even going back to when I was at Intel in the early 80’s, it was my job to 
service entrepreneurially-run small businesses, many of whom—like U.S. Robotics 
who was a customer of mine and then hired me to run sales and marketing–grew into 
household names.  

I’ve found small businesses to be more loyal than enterprise firms, plus they are usually 
much more willing to try something new. Yes, selling to them does require a different 
mindset and that’s what I’m hoping to unpack for you today.  
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There are 3 objectives for our session today. First, I’ll give you the “101” on the small 
and midsize business market in the U.S. I’ll provide you with a market overview – the 
demographics – and then I’ll discuss the top challenges SMB CEO’s face. Second, I’ll 
explain why it’s so difficult to get the attention of SMBs and tell you about the 
obstacles you’re likely to face as you put your strategy and tactics into action. I’ll talk 
about segmentation strategies, how to avoid making the wrong assumptions – one I 
call the Google Trap Door. And last, I’ll present the elements of a winning strategy for 
reaching SMBs based on my work here at Venture Marketing over the last eleven years. 
Everything we do at Venture Marketing creates traction for SMB sales teams.  

I’m hoping my perspective will be helpful to you as you align your service and product 
offerings to successfully play in this market. 

   

There are about 25 million businesses the U.S. with fewer than 100 employees 
[according to 2004 data]. If you add another couple million for Canada, you get the 27 
million figure experts cite when they refer to the number of small businesses in the 
U.S. and Canada. 

Small businesses produce 60 to 80 percent of all the new jobs. They represent more 
than 99 percent of all employers, employ 51 percent of private-sector workers, as a 
block, produce 50% of the GDP, and represented 97 percent of all exporters of goods. 

A few things you may be surprised to learn. First, the numbers of women-owned 
businesses are on the rise. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, between 1997 and 
2002 women-owned businesses grew by 20 percent, that’s twice as much as the 
national average. The SBA notes that 10.6 million women-owned businesses (or about 
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half of all small businesses) employ 19 million people and contribute $2½ trillion to the 
economy. That’s pretty cool. [While woman may indeed experience glass ceilings in 
enterprise firms, that does not seem to be the case for small businesses.]   

Second, minority-owned small businesses are also growing. In April 2007, The SBA 
reported that the most recent census data shows minorities owned 18 percent of all 
U.S. businesses with Hispanics constituting the largest minority business community, 
owning nearly 7 percent [6.6] of all firms. I bet you didn’t know that. 

Third, while veterans make up 11 percent of the total population, they own an 
impressive 14 percent of all U.S. businesses. [Worth noting, the SBA instituted the 
Patriot Express Loan Initiative in June 2007, a loan program that features fast 
turnaround time for veteran loan approvals. Yes, our heroes continue to make a 
difference.] 

The fourth reason I love working with small businesses is because they are in desperate 
need for the services I provide. Just 22 percent of them have made sales and marketing 
a focal activity. 78 percent do not. 49 percent admit they are not devoting enough time 
to sales, marketing and strategic planning. Which is precisely what I do. 

Last, you’ll note the panorama of faces across the top of my slides. I put them there as 
a reminder of what small businesses look like. They’re made up of people of all ages 
and all walks of life and ethnicities. Different motivations. Different goals. Small 
businesses look like…us.   

For those with sharp eyes you may have noticed one of the faces is that of Albert 
Einstein. He’s there to make my fifth and last point of why I love working with Small 
Businesses and why you should, too.  

Small and mid-sized firms account for 45 percent of U.S. technology spending; 
produce 13 to 14 times more patents per employee than do large firms; their patents 
are twice as likely as those from the larger firms to be among the 1 percent most cited 
(that is, the most significant); and employ 39 percent of high-tech workers such as 
scientists, engineers, and information technology workers, generating the majority of 
innovations that come from U.S. companies. 

While it doesn’t take an Einstein to run a small business, when you work with small 
businesses, you may be surprised how many of them are.  

Before I leave this slide I want to point out a couple of things. 1) The definition of 
S.M.B. usually includes firms with fewer than 500 employees. My graph shows the “S” 
portion of the scale—that is, the SMALL Business segment. Most experts define small 
businesses as those with 1-99 employees and midsize firms as those with 100-499 
employees. 2) My graph includes only business who have employees—which is about 
6 million businesses. The bigger group of small businesses (19.5 million according of 
the US Census) actually don’t have any employees.  3) You’ll note that about 80% of all 
small businesses are B2B firms. If you’re a avid ISBM member, you probably were 
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wondering how all this related to B2B marketing. Well, now you know. In fact, many 
of you on the call today may work for a company with fewer than 100 employees.  

  

Sometimes, one of the major reasons given for reaching out to small businesses is 
simply because there’s so many of them. While that might be an acceptable motivation, 
as good marketers, you know the importance of getting deep insight into your 
customers. So, let me put a microscope on small businesses.  

2 out of 3 CEOs say that their biggest challenge is sustained and steady top-line growth 
and customer loyalty and retention. These are top-line (Revenue) issues folks. And the 
smaller the firm, the more likely they are to view revenue and cash flow as 
synonymous terms.  

It’s not entirely a surprise then when we see that their most difficult position to fill – 
across the board– is a sales rep. Related to this is the noticeable lack of a repeatable 
process for sales and marketing at small firms.  

When you put all of this together you begin to have a clearer picture of what’s really 
going on inside a small business. Top-line issues dominate conversation. The loss of a 
significant customer can spell disaster. And conversely, the sales person who lands the 
big account can achieve hero status. 

Statistically, about half of all small business say they want to grow (in fact 10% say they 
want high-growth). The other half are satisfied maintaining their current business size. 
This is often misinterpreted—so don’t conclude that only 50% of Small Businesses 
have their eye on the top-line. Rather, the half who are satisfied with flat year-to-year 
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revenue growth are still out there selling every day. Sometimes, treading water takes 
more energy because you have to work hard to replace the customers you’re losing 
every year. 

As a vendor to a small or midsize company, understanding these internal issues can 
clearly put you in the lead against your competitors, especially if you can show how 
your products and services help a small business CEO address one of their big 
challenges.  

    
(Cornelius Sloth, © Cartoon Stock.) 

However, if you’ve tried to help small businesses before, you may feel like this machine 
gun salesman. And this cartoon depicts a motivated buyer… you’d think it would be 
the easiest sale.  

It could just be the timing….   What would happen if this salesman tried to call on the 
buyer the next week—that is—the week after the invaders routed his village? Easier 
sale (that is, if the king was still in “business” and still had money to spend).  

But perhaps the most interesting question for you to tackle is this one: What would 
happen if he tried to sell his machine gun one week before the invasion? In fact, let’s 
make it more realistic. What would happen if the king saw a machine gun ad in the 
Sunday paper? Would he even know what it was? And let’s say the King had access to 
the Internet. Would he know what to Google? Doubt it. 

This is an important point. If you are going to embrace smaller firms you can’t make 
the assumption they understand how your product will solve their problems. This is a 
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common mistake. Avoid this assumption at all costs. Uneducated buyers are naïve by 
definition. 

When I was first starting out in my career with Intel, they had just invented a new kind 
of microprocessor, called the Digital Signal Processor (or DSP). While 
microprocessors up to this point manipulated one and zeros, this DSP manipulated 
sound waves. I remember management saying customers couldn’t quite figure out why 
they needed a DSP to do something they could already do with some transistors and 
capacitors (which was technically true). As a young salesman, I took the DSP to one of 
my clients--USRobotics, a startup modem company who needed an edge. I showed 
them how the DSP could be a solution to a couple of their most challenging problems, 
and because it was programmable, they could more quickly revise their designs and 
gain a decided speed-to-market advantage. It was a classic solution-sale and one of the 
reasons behind the success of USRobotics meteoric rise to the top of the heap. 

 

Then there is the problem of breaking through all the clutter. Even if you have the 
most compelling product, perfectly tailored for small businesses, you’re competing for 
mindshare with everyone else. Over the last forty years television channels increased by 
18 times while radio stations grew by 3 times. But of course that’s not the big story. 
You’re competing for attention with 57 million blogs and 30 billion web pages. I 
suppose the one constant is that we’re still watching I Love Lucy… 

There IS good news here. And it’s something I want you make sure you leave with. I 
contend that the more we progress with all the technology and personal choice, the 
more we rely upon people in the know who can show us the way. Think about it for a 
moment. What’s the common denominator between Oprah, eHarmony’s Neil Clark 
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Warren, and the Wall Street Journal’s tech editor, Walt Mossberg? I contend that these 
people and many like them are filters for all of the stuff in our world. They are the 
popular watering holes where people hang out. We didn’t need them 40 years ago 
when we had fewer options. Now we do! If your market is filled with a lot of 
competitors that’s good news because it gives you the opportunity to be the filter for 
your customers. Case in point. That’s what I do for thousands of small businesses 
through my Marketing-Playbook web site where I review marketing and sales 
resources for my small business readers. I help them sort out what’s important from 
what’s not. I tell them about a vetted resource I’ve used successfully to save them 
hours (and days) searching for a solution. You can do the same for your business and 
your customers! It’s what call a Trusted Advisor and it’s the type of things a Trusted 
Advisor does.  

It’s something I see the auto companies do so well these days. When you go to the 
Nissan web site, for example, right there on the home page is a comparison guide 
provided by Edmonds that lets buyers examine competing autos without having 
visitors leave the Nissan site. I’m waiting for the day when dealers compensate one 
another for leads better suited for a different car maker. It’s really nothing different 
than what Kris Kringle did in the 1947 movie, Miracle on 34th Street. Do you remember 
what happened when Kris pointed customers to Macy’s archrival, Gimbels? Trusted 
Advisors don’t sweat the small stuff because it’s “small stuff.” They’re laser focused on 
the big picture, which is building long-term relationships with their customers.  

 

Yes indeed, it is difficult to sell to SMBs. It’s not only hard to reach them, when you 
do, you find out most aren’t skilled at buying your particular type of product or service. 
When that’s the case, they don’t know how to fairly compare you with all the other 
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vendors. That’s why so many marketers (acting in a mode of Trusted Advisor) provide 
White Papers or the equivalent.  

For example, if I’m a small business owner and I know I need a web site for my 
business, I might Google the term: web site design ABCs, toolkit, buyer’s guide, 
tutorial, how-to, primer, cheat sheet, etc. These smart marketers have figured out that 
starting with a little quote-unquote unbiased buyer education as a first salvo is a very 
prudent tactic in the war to win the SMB market. And given the previous slide, you can 
see why SMBs want the “Cliff Notes” from 3rd-party subject-matter experts to solve 
their business problems. Providing self-help materials that makes SMBs better 
informed buyers is a proven, successful outreach tactic.  

It’s also a great tactic because it tends to flush out the real decision-makers and get the 
small business to raise their hand on a particular issue.  

 

On the previous bullet list I noted that segmentation may or may not be all that 
helpful. Well the fact of the matter is that segmentation is critical. You just can’t make 
the mistake of creating one segment out of a 27 million data point market and call it a 
wrap. In fact, Segmentation will be your saving grace. I know Ralph Oliva preaches 
STP (segmentation, targeting, positioning) as THE key methodology so make sure you 
take heed. I’d just be piling on if I spent any time on STP, so if this is a new concept 
for you I invite you to connect with ISBM where you’ll find ample resources for 
coming up to speed on STP.  

While I’m on the topic of resources, I do want to mention THE research guru for 
enterprise companies targeting the Small & Medium Business (SMB) segment, John 
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Warrillow. He runs an impressive advisory business and has written an important book 
on the topic of SMB segmentation which, like all of the resources in this presentation 
are on my ISBM web page. John makes the point that with such a large number of 
small and midsize businesses, it’s absolutely ludicrous to refer to it as the SMB 
MARKET. There really is no such thing as the SMB market, but rather, segments 
within this very large category of businesses which behave in similar ways that allow us 
to group them into segments. The exercise that’s left for the student is determining 
which multi-factor cluster (that’s the term for applying many filters at once) is best 
suited for you. As an example of applying several simultaneous factors, your profile 
small business might be a woman-owned firm in the northeast with 5-9 employees in 
the discrete manufacturing business who sell direct. 

Two factors I’ve used with great success I’ll point out – and I’ve listed them there for 
you – is AGE and HOW THEY SELL. I’ve found that when my profile customer is 
under 30, my web strategy must be the cornerstone of my marketing spend. Older than 
30… not so much. And how they sell is vitally important, too. I’ve found that when 
I’m selling to other B2B firms I am much more successful for one very big reason. In 
most cases, I can introduce them to my other clients who may be good prospects for 
them. In essence, I’m creating a feeding frenzy. I encourage you to do the same. It goes 
back to one of my first points. You can really get mindshare by helping companies 
accomplish their top-line goals. It’s often overlooked and something that can give you 
a distinct advantage. 

Before I jump into the next section, I want to pass along an important note about 
positioning. If you’re going to be serious about marketing to SMBs, then write down 
this three letter acronym. It’s easy to remember.  B.L.T. It stands for bias, language 
and trends. Once you’ve decided which segment you’re going to target, you need to 
understand the biases, the language and the trends of that segment. And don’t pay lip 
service to this. Step out and be a hero. Find out about all the conferences and 
tradeshows that serve the segment and go there. Yes, you might end up in Buffalo in 
January, but you’ll put yourself miles ahead of your competitors. Subscribe to their 
newsletters, read their blogs, get to know their analysts and beat reporters. That’s what 
BLT is all about. Beyond this, of course, is applying what you learned to your sales 
support materials and web site. Throw out all your company jargon and speak in the 
language of your customer.  
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I’m sure none of you need a refresher on the topic of buying processes, so I’ll skip that. 
Instead, I want to use this slide to remind you that there is a process. Recognize that 
before you came along, your customer had a solution (or workaround) of some sorts, 
thank you. You will find that this loosening of the status quo – at least our research has 
shown – that loosening is mainly due to two factors. Revenue growth or risk 
mitigation. Putting myself in the shoes of an SMB, I’m interested if your product will 
help me grow my business or help me protect my little nest egg. I recommend you 
testing it out for yourself. Align your positioning to one of these themes and see what 
happens.  

As the SMB moves through the buying process their needs change. While step 1 is 
about thinking about their problem, in stages 2 and 3 they’re committing and exploring 
solutions. They’re not looking for features and benefits. They’re looking for solutions. 
Our research has shown that if you can assist an SMB in these very early stages, you 
earn the right to continue the conversation in to later stages. But most companies don’t 
start there. Most start the outreach process in steps 3 and 4 where price is on the mind 
of the buyer and budget their marketing according to this. For decades, companies 
have assumed the customer would get “educated” someplace else and conclude the 
Yellow Pages was the best place to advertise. But the facts are that once someone has 
looked you up in the Yellow Pages, they’re just shopping you. Sure, they may be a 
motivated buyer at this point, but your chances are pretty low, especially if someone 
else has taken on the Trusted Advisor role in the earlier stages. You’re only being used 
to keep the other guy honest.  

Today’s version of this is what I call the Google Trap Door. You orient yourself to a 
big AdWords spend and delight yourself with unqualified leads. Then after a few 
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months you’re disappointed with how few convert. You’ve really got to be careful. The 
Google Trap Door is what happens when you catch people too late in the buying 
process.  

 

So what are the leading indicators of an SMB moving out of the “what me worry 
stage?”      According to Warrillow,   there are five that dominate. One of them is 
external and 4 are internal. I’ve classified them this way so you can tell which ones you 
can affect. And the only one you, as an external, third-party, can impact is bringing 
education to the SMB. While it’s true that new product lines, for instance, can effect 
the vendors the SMB chooses, as an outsider there’s little you can do to cause that new 
product line to be considered.  

Education, self-help, webinars (like this one) are terrific ways to get in front of your 
customers when they are most open to change. As I mentioned earlier, talking to 
SMBs about problems and solutions is a powerful way to start a conversation. And 
again, the topic may be related to revenue growth or it may be about mitigating risk. 
Both are powerful themes. The takeaway here is how your marketing needs to take on 
a nurturing role when you’re talking with buyers in the early stages of the buying 
process.  
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This is just a quick reminder slide… When you’re selling to big firms, it’s called a 
complex sale because so many different people are involved in the decision process. 
Now imagine boiling these roles down to two or three people, keeping in mind the fact 
that the SMB is not likely a professional buyer. It really doesn’t matter what you’re 
marketing either. Whether it’s HR services to offsite data backup or search engine 
optimization, you’ve got individuals wearing multiple hats.  

Helping them be better informed buyers about your industry’s products will catapult 
you to the top rung.  



PRESENTATION TRANSCRIPT. JOHN M. FOX PRESENTATION – NOVEMBER 2007 

FOR INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF BUSINESS MARKETS (ISBM.ORG) AT PENN STATE 

 

© 2008 Venture Marketing. All Rights Reserved.  
No redistribution or publishing is permitted without prior written permission by the author 

Venture Marketing | +1 (630) 355-6951 | e-mail: info@venturemarketing.com  
www.venturemarketing.com 

15151515    

 

I spoke about sales support materials earlier. Now here are the specifics (this slide 
courtesy of Sirius Decisions). Their research drills down into preferred sources for 
information about new products and services. Do you see a column for vendor-written 
materials? You won’t because it scored so low.  

Notice the reliance on Peers and analyst reports and webinars and trials and demos in 
the early stages. Note also where Search starts to play a more active role. Now while 
this information is about all size companies, we've found SMBs rely upon these 
sources to a much greater extent. When you think about it it’s not a big surprise. Due 
to their size, SMBs HAVE TO rely upon others outside their four walls to provide 
guidance in regard to your products and services.   

 

And here again, customers respond much better to messages and positions when 
they’re tied to solutions and education. The third bullet in the box is something we’ve 
uncovered in our own research. Putting something in print makes it have a higher 
perceived value. We’ve been able to take something off the web, something available 
for free, put it into a PDF book and were able to measure a higher perceived value. 
Then, when we take this same eBook and make it available in print, the perceived value 
was even greater. One interesting tidbit here was that printed books scored particularly 
well with people older than 30 years old.  
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Unfortunately for all of us, there are biases against and for us based solely on the 
markets we operate in. The scoring in the table, by the way, is my own. Your customer 
base may see things slightly different. First, let me explain strategic Value and Drive. 
Strategic Value is how SMBs perceive your industry as a whole by way of the value 
they receive from your industry to service them. Lawyers and accountants, for instance, 
always rate high in Strategic Value. Strategic Drive, on the other hand, is the real meat-
on-the bones, measurable impact you and others in your industry bring.  

Here’s an example. Banks have high strategic value to their SMB clients. Banks provide 
loans, merchant credit card accounts, lines of credit, wire transfers, etc. SMBs need 
these from their banks. On the other hand, very few banks actually do a descent job of 
servicing small business. There certainly are a lot of ads about banks working with 
SMBs, but in the end, it’s only a handful who do. As you can see, Office Supply scores 
low on both accounts. Media, though, does well for Strategic Value and Strategic 
Drive. Trade journals that cover a niche have value to the SMB. And many of the 
media have gone out of their way to demonstrate their seriousness in this regard.  

If you are in one of the low categories, one way to help raise your perceived score is to 
partner with someone who scores better. If you’re an office supply company and you 
really want to reach out to SMBs, partner with a bank, credit card or media firm.  

The bottom line here is that it takes a demonstrated effort over a long period of time 
to overcome biases. It’s hard work to reverse stereotypes. You can’t expect to jump in 
once month and get results the next. You know that. The good news is this—if you’re 
in a low-scoring category, it won’t take much to distinguish yourself from your 
competitors. To spark your own creative thinking, I want to share with you a real life 
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conversation I had with my own business bank who came to me as an SMB marketing 
expert and wanted to increase their market penetration.  

I asked them how many branches do you have in your key markets? They told me, 
hundreds. Okay, that’s terrific. Now, tell me how many of them have conference 
rooms? Every one of them. Would they accommodate 8-10 people? Yes. Some are 
even larger. Great. How often are they used? They replied, they mostly sit vacant. Well 
that’s good news. Here’s an idea. Why don’t you reach out to your existing small 
business customers, like me, and offer free use of your conference rooms? When an 
SMB had a meeting, do you think the branch manager could come in and introduce 
themselves? Why, yes, I think they could do that. And if my meeting had 8 others 
attending, what are the chances they bank someplace else? Well, more than likely, 5 of 
them bank with a competitor. So, is this something that makes sense? They said, it 
made a great deal of sense. No substantial costs. Relies upon word-of-mouth 
marketing. Prospects are literally coming to you. So, what do you think. Can you 
implement this? John, we admit it’s a terrific idea. But the bank will never do 
something like this because it takes too long to see results. It’s too organic and we need 
numbers now.  

Now you know why I’m looking for a new business bank. 

I do know, though, that one of the best ways to do this is by being an aggregator – 
THE go-to person or place for SMBs. All of us can take a lesson from a company like 
LinkedIn which is setting itself up as an important watering hole for small businesses. 
If you haven’t checked out the Answers section on LinkedIn, you should do so.  
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I know I covered a great deal on this call, so let me give you 3 key walk aways.  

In the words of Guy Kawasaki, your first step is to “Niche thyself.” Develop your 
segmentation strategy and messaging BLT. Learn the language, the biases, the trends.  

Second, let your marketing take on a nurturing and educational role aligned to the 
buying cycle and top CEO challenges. Connect with small businesses while they’re still 
in the early stages of the buying process. If you do that, you’ll also avoid the Google 
Trap Door. Above all, Solve problems. Provide solutions. Mitigate Risk. Be about the 
top-line. Remember, small businesses lack time and internal professional experts to 
filter and vet new vendors and ideas. They rely upon colleagues and other Small 
Business owners for recommendations and advice. They want the “Cliff Notes” from 
3rd-party subject-matter experts to solve their business problems.  

Providing self-help books and seminars are a proven successful outreach tactic. Print 
trumps in credibility, esp in older audiences. In fact, you can Demonstrate your 
Strategic Drive and Strategic Value by being the central meeting place, the aggregator, 
for SMBs. Bringing solutions and experts to the party jumps you ahead of the crowd 
and builds trust in your brand.  

Thank you very much for the opportunity to speak today. I encourage you to take 
advantage of the resources I’ve posted on my web page at 
http://www.venturemarketing.com/ISBM as well as all of the other resources at 
ISBM (http://www.isbm.org)  
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