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FOREWORD
For many dog training, care and behavior professionals, the dogs are the easy part. Even our human clients—usually considered much more challenging than our canine ones, can still be a lot less daunting than the prospect of developing, launching, marketing and maintaining the business end of our dream career of working with animals. Yet proficiency in creating, building and running a business is as critically important to success as is the ability to read dog body language, lure a dog to lie down, shape a complex behavior chain, or explain to a dog’s human the importance of using reinforcers that the dog likes. Without business acumen, many a good pet service professional has gone—and will go—down the financial drain.
I was fortunate. I spent more than a decade in the administrative end of animal shelter work, and concluded my animal protection career by acquiring a degree in Business Administration—all of which helped me navigate the hazards of small business entrepreneurship when I left the Marin Humane Society and launched Peaceable Paws. If I hadn’t, I might have been in deep trouble, because Veronica Boutelle, Gina Phairas, and Rikke Jorgensen hadn’t yet launched dogTEC and Minding Your Dog Business had yet to be written. As it was, if I’d had this book to read then, I might have avoided some costly mistakes and some unhappy trial-and-error learning experiences.
I first encountered the dogTEC folks when they sent me samples of their materials to distribute to my dog training academy students—an example of the kind of generosity of information and spirit that seems to be endemic with them. Many of my students have made use of their services, and invariably give glowing reports of dogTEC’s ability to provide prompt and useful assistance with business challenges and questions. The online dogTEC newsletter is another shining example of their willingness to share information and their desire to help others succeed.
Today’s dog professionals are incredibly lucky to have access to these ladies and the invaluable resources they have to offer. Boutelle and Jorgensen know their dog stuff as well as their business stuff, and combine those two areas of expertise to present this well-written volume, jam-packed with useful information. The book is unique in the canine book market, with its razor sharp focus on exactly the things you need to know to succeed at the dog service business of your choice. If you provide a solid foundation of good dog and people skills, implementation of the concepts presented in Minding Your Dog Business should almost guarantee your business success. That would make Boutelle and Jorgensen and the rest of the dogTEC team very happy—they want you to succeed!
Pat Miller, CPDT-KA, CDBC
Peaceable Paws LLC
www.peaceablepaws.com







IT’S A DOG 2.0
WORLD
75 million dogs (and counting) share our homes, up from 51 million twenty years ago. Where before they mostly pursued careers in agriculture and hunting, the primary job description of most dogs now is companion. Their lives play out in houses and condos, in parks and suburban yards, on city sidewalks and inside cars. Dogs have become full-fledged family members. We buy them toys, we have their teeth cleaned, we take them to classes. They accompany us on vacation and to the office. We bond over dogs. We get together for events with names like Woofstock and The Bark & Whine Ball. The last decade has seen the invention of Pet Fashion Week, dog mineral water, canine hip replacement surgery, and an annual Pet Parents Day—April 22, in case you wondered. We throw Santa Paws parties, Howl-oween parties, doggie birthday parties, and Puppy Showers.
It’s a Dog 2.0 world.
This new reality, in which Americans spend more than $45 billion annually on services and products for their beloved pets, is arguably a paradise for owners of pet service businesses. Accordingly, the number of businesses devoted to dogs and their owners has exploded.
What’s more, the Internet has profoundly and irreversibly changed how customers find and choose vendors. It has also spawned a myriad of free or low-cost ways for small business owners to reach them: email marketing, paid online directories, blogging, online PR, search-engine marketing, videos and podcasts, e-books and e-zines, social media marketing, and so on. Add to this list such offline staples as networking, word-of-mouth marketing, PR efforts (using traditional media), community lectures, event marketing, newsletter writing, and you end up with a veritable smorgasbord of marketing opportunities.
This smorgasbord, however, is precisely where the train jumps the tracks for many dog service professionals. Who has the time, or the patience, to research and choose among so many options? How do you know what will work best for your business, your locale, your budget?
Veronica’s first book, How to Run a Dog Business, was published two years ago to help aspiring entrepreneurs set up and operate a successful dog-related business—covering everything from which type of business to choose to basic marketing, building professional networks, and avoiding burn-out.
Minding Your Dog Business is the next chapter, so to speak. Getting a business up and running is a significant achievement, but the real challenge is to continue to grow and adapt as the world changes. And the world always does. Just ask General Motors.
The purpose of this book is to help you make choices that are right for you in the brave new world of business development and marketing, and to give you practical advice on implementation as well as resources for more information, should you want it.
The book’s structure
We’ve divided the book into four sections that reflect how you should approach your business.
Good Business Housekeeping is the foundation of your business; it is what you build on, what stabilizes your business and keeps it from keeling over if and when things get blustery. The Housekeeping chapters cover policies and guidelines for sidestepping the most common client management pitfalls. With those in place, you not only have a healthy basis from which to market and develop your business, you can actually create the time you need to do this crucial work.
Smart Marketing is the biggest section of the book. First, because it takes time to cover the marketing cornucopia, and second, because of the topic’s importance. The pet service industry is growing exponentially. As it does, it attracts ever more pet service professionals—vying for your clients, potential and existing. Getting the word out about your business has never been more important. The message, the targeting, the timing, the delivery; it all has to be just right if your business is to prosper and grow.
Business Development is what you get to do if your business survives long enough: polish and perfect. This section focuses on how to better service your customers, and how to improve (or even reinvent) your services, your classes, and the way you use your facility (if you have one).
Survival Strategies, the book’s final section, talks about how to face challenges. The fallout from the recent historic economic slump, for example, is still affecting us all. For many pet service businesses, other big problems include recurring slow seasons within their industry, changing habits and preferences of pet owners, and increased competition. Whatever the nature of the problem, the reality is that all businesses experience setbacks, and what separates dog pros who can continue to make a living from those who don’t often comes down to a flexible approach. Adaptability wins the day—and can become second nature, if you practice it consistently.
Resources, where applicable, can be found at the end of each chapter. If we mention a website, company, or article in the text, look to the end of that chapter for URLs, descriptions, etc.
We hope you find the book as useful and helpful as we intend it to be. May your dog service business thrive for the benefit of many, many dogs and the people who love them!
Rikke and Veronica
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Chapter 1
A MATTER OF POLICY
Clear, simple, well thought-through policies are the structural foundation of a good business. Sound policies protect your time and income, signal integrity (which adds to your professional image and brand), and act as a screening method for potential problem customers. Without policies—or with policies you routinely ignore—your business is less a robust structure than a Bouncy Castle. And yes, some clients will see that as an invitation to jump all over you.
So, carefully think about and craft your policies. If you have policies that you developed during your start-up phase, review them annually. What worked yesterday may not work tomorrow. Here are some general guidelines, followed by detailed recommendations by type of business:
•   Keep it simple. Direct, plain English works best. Avoid legalese.

•   Put your policies in your contract. Your contract is a legal document—and so are your policies if clients have to acknowledge them with a signature.

•   Walk clients through your policies verbally. Do this before they sign the contract, then ask them to initial each policy section.

•   Polish your delivery. If talking about things like payment and cancellations make you hyperventilate, practice first. Ask a friend to sit through your contract presentation until you have it down to a smooth minute or two.

•   Find the words beforehand. Create polite, neutral language to answer common questions (for specific suggestions, see individual policy sections). But by all means don’t invite questions. Don’t pause suggestively after each policy, simply state it as fact and move on. Your prepared answers are a fallback to quickly clarify the good reasons that underlie your policies.

•   Be a rock—except when… Decide once and for all which circumstances justify making policy exceptions. Don’t allow yourself to be put on the spot whenever a client asks, it is exhausting for you and bad for your brand. You run a business, not a garage sale.

•   Revisit your policies every year. To ensure your policies reflect your current business structure and philosophy, review them annually.

Scheduling policies
All businesses
Have a set schedule. A trainer, for example, would write all available appointments into his or her schedule in advance: Tuesdays 6:30pm and 7:30pm; hourly slots on Wednesdays from 3-7pm; no appointments on Thursdays and Fridays. A daycare would have set times for screening appointments or client orientations, instead of scheduling such appointments throughout the day and week based on client availability.
Choose time slots likely to be convenient for a large portion of the population, and that also allow an efficient use of your time. Once you have decided on your schedule, consider it as unchangeable as the order of the days of the week.
Trainers
Don’t let clients dictate your schedule. “What time is good for you?” is a question you should never ask. Trainers should have pre-set appointment times because:
•   It creates order out of chaos. Though your intent may be customer-centricity, allowing clients to dictate your schedule creates an inefficient, unpredictable calendar. Appointments often end up scattered throughout the day, with small batches of time in between that are difficult to use productively. Instead, cluster your appointments to leave larger blocks of time open for business development and marketing—for working on the business—and for your own personal use.

Give clients your available appointment options. If none work, offer others you have in the future. If none of those work, fight the temptation to accommodate! Tell the client you regret that given your schedules it looks like your services won’t be a good fit for him. However, you can recommend so-and-so (that is, if there is someone local you are comfortable recommending). You will be amazed how often the client changes his mind and finds room in his schedule after all.

•   It projects success. Asking clients what time is good for them implies that your schedule is wide open, carrying the subtle suggestion that your business is slow. Consciously or subconsciously most consumers are drawn to businesses that are already successful—don’t inadvertently signal that yours is otherwise.

•   It starts you off on the right note. A strong, effective client-trainer relationship in which the client acknowledges the trainer’s expertise and status as a professional is key to successful training. Gaining a client’s trust and compliance about methodology and specific training advice is difficult without this understanding, and scheduling represents an opportunity to either build or erode it. Set appointment times not only stabilize your schedule, they communicate the value of your time as a professional service provider.

Naturally, providing top-notch, sincere customer service is crucial to your business and your brand. But there are many ways to do this without compromising your ability to run your business while also having time to actively grow it and to attend to your life outside of work. Good client service does not mean being accommodating to the point of inefficiency or inadvertently undermining your professional status.
Daycares and boarding facilities
Don’t let clients dictate pick-up and drop-off times. Daycare and boarding facilities should have set times for pick-up and drop-off because:
•   It makes scheduling manageable. Planning a facility’s staffing needs is difficult enough without adding the uncertainty of when the lobby might be flooded with clients and dogs. Forewarned is forearmed.

•   It allows your staff to focus. For the majority of the day, your staff’s attention should be on the dogs, not on manning the front desk and servicing human clients. A big part of what clients pay for is qualified supervision of and interaction with their dogs.

•   It is better for the dogs. Constant interruptions and things to bark at (car doors slamming, new dogs and people coming and going) make for a stressful and chaotic environment. Having a calm, pleasant routine is infinitely easier on the dogs—and again, on the staff.

A note on fines. Many daycare facilities carry fines for pick-up and drop-off outside set hours. If you do that, the payment has to be serious enough that it deters the behavior. Some daycares find that a fine of, say, $5 actually makes the behavior more likely because that is a very reasonable fee for the convenience of having an extra thirty minutes for pick-up.
Boarding kennels only
We recommend a policy which states that after a certain time of day pick-up is not possible. Instead, the dog is kept overnight and the client charged for the extra day. This trains client compliance with drop-off times and is particularly important for facilities that are home-based or don’t have overnight staffing. You need to protect your private hours.
Walkers and drop-in sitters
Don’t give set times for walks or visits. Give clients a range of time, promising for example that the dog will be picked up no later than 9am and dropped off no later than 3pm. Committing to anything more solid is impractical in the long term. Never ask, “when do you want me to walk/visit your dog?” because every single client will say, “noon.”
Overnight sitters
Don’t give set hours. Give the amount of time you intend to stay (e.g., 8, 10, or 12 hours), but don’t get pigeonholed into set hours. The exception is a client who asks for legitimate reasons, such as a medication that must be administered to the pet at a certain time.
Payment policies
All businesses
Require up-front payment. We recommend this payment policy for all dog professionals.
Accept credit cards. Set up a merchant services account so you can take credit cards. This can be done through any bank, so shop around for good rates. However, your existing bank is usually a good place to start because you have an established relationship. A merchant services account allows most clients access to your services even with an up-front payment policy. Yes, the bank charges a small sum per transaction, but being able to sell larger packages is well worth the fee.
Trainers
Most trainers require payment up front and that is good practice. Taking credit cards, particularly if you offer training packages, makes your services more easily available to clients. Payment plans can also help when used carefully. Follow these guidelines to offer help without getting burned:
•   Require a credit card for payment plans.

•   Work with your client to pre-set payment dates and amounts, and build an authorization into your contract so you can make automatic deductions. This saves you and your client multiple collection conversations, keeps the focus on the training, and ensures you are paid on time.

•   Your contract should stipulate clearly—make sure you cover this verbally, too—that the client is committing to the entire training plan. This discourages the client who experiences improvement in her dog’s behavior partway into the training process from deciding to wrap up early. It is not only in your business interest to avoid this, but serves the client and dog as well—an uncompleted training plan rarely delivers lasting results.

Walkers and daycares
Ask for monthly up-front payment. Ask clients to pay for the next month in advance. The principle here is that walking and daycare clients aren’t paying for services rendered but to reserve a spot among the limited number of dogs a walker or daycare can accommodate.
Nix the pass system. A pass system is the practice of selling a certain number of sessions to be used at the client’s discretion. We advise against this practice for a number of reasons:
•   It delays income/makes income difficult to predict. Because you don’t know when the client will use the pass, you don’t know when she will need to buy another.

•   It implies that providing dogs with regular exercise and socialization is optional.

•   It makes staffing needs difficult to predict.

•   It means having a different set of dogs every day. The dogs have to navigate new social groups all the time, making it harder to establish a calm routine and resulting in more stress for the dogs and the daycare staff.

•   It means potentially having to turn people away during busy times. Some daycares attempt to solve this problem with a reservation system, but that creates an extra set of admin duties like going through email and phone reservations.

All in all, the pass system is a less-than-effective option. If you do use it, make sure all passes carry an expiration date.
Instead, have clients prepay for the month and commit to set days of the week as well as to a minimum number of days, no less than two. Write it into your policies that you may require the client to raise the number of days his or her dog attends daycare or comes out on walks, in case you find that two days is not enough to provide sufficient exercise for a certain dog to allow him to behave reasonably at the facility.
Sitters and boarding facilities
Ask for up-front payment at time of reservation. In this case, the relevant analogy is a hotel where people expect to hold a spot by giving a credit card number or paying in full in advance. It is fine to let clients pay by check if they wish, but ask for a credit card number anyway so you can run it if they forget to send the check.
This policy also helps prevent dumping. For anyone new to the business, “dumping” is the practice of leaving one’s dog with a boarder or sitter for good by pretending to go on a trip rather than having to deal with finding a new home or giving the dog up to a shelter.
Cancellation policies
All businesses
A cancellation policy’s sole purpose is to protect you against revenue loss. If yours does not do that, the policy isn’t working and it is time to write a new one.
Trainers
Don’t allow cancellations. Training requires consistency and commitment. When a client’s week starts to feel too busy and he looks around for something to jettison from his schedule, it shouldn’t be dog training.
Write it into your policy that cancelled appointments are automatically charged and then rescheduled. This way, clients get the full complement of sessions, dogs benefit from the completion of a training plan, and you enjoy the satisfaction of a job completed, as well as your full income potential.
Have language ready for the first time someone tries to get past your policy. If a client calls and says, “I can’t do Friday’s appointment,” say something like “We can of course reschedule this, but… (here, remind the client of the number of sessions needed, that you have to charge, and the importance of consistency), so are you sure we can’t make this appointment?” Give your client a chance to change something in his schedule other than his appointment with you.
Obviously, if people are sick or the dog gets in an accident, that is different. But decide up front what constitutes a reasonable exception so you aren’t tempted to make excuses for clients on the spot. Unless you make it punitive for people to cancel, and then follow through, you effectively train them to ignore your policy.
A note: Some trainers opt for a cancellation policy that requires a certain amount of notice for calling off an appointment. The trouble with such a policy is that it implies it is okay to put training off as long as you call ahead. Say you put a package together for a client, deciding that his goals required 6 sessions, for example. If only 5 occur, everyone loses.
You also need to protect your earnings. You have a limited number of paid hours in your schedule. If you take 10 clients a week, a single cancellation represents 10% of your income.
Walkers and daycares
Either no cancellation or vacation allowance only. Under a “vacation allowance only” policy, your clients get 10 working days in a year where they can pull their dog from the daycare or walking group. The days can be used anytime, but further missed days are charged at normal rates.
Again, compare this to a child’s daycare or preschool. Parents pay by month or by semester. The family can of course visit grandmother in another state mid-semester, but there are no refunds or extra time at school to make up for that. Another apt analogy is gym membership. You pay up front for the privilege of using the gym. Whether you go or not is up to you, but refunds don’t apply.
This policy:
•   Protects your income.

•   Makes your income predictable.

•   Creates an atmosphere of consistency for the dogs.

•   Trains owners to respect dogs’ exercise needs.

•   Allows you to always have slots available for your clients’ dogs.

Sitters, boarding facilities, and groomers
Allow advance cancellation with a processing fee. Choose a cutoff point that gives you a reasonable amount of time to fill the spot—whether that is 72 hours or two weeks in your particular market. After the cut-off point, cancellations should be charged in full. The cancellation processing fee should cover your admin time and any money paid to the bank for running credit cards.
Policies for now and later
A final rule of thumb: Create policies you can grow into. Even if you are currently growing your business, resist the temptation to be overly flexible in your policies. A common example is the start-up walker or trainer who accepts a client outside her geographical area because, well, she needs the business and doesn’t mind the extra driving. But happy clients talk and before you can say “hour-long commute” this dog pro may have a thriving, but distant customer base and has to either spend half her life on the road or move.
Don’t fall into this trap. Design your policies for a future when you are in fierce demand. Until that day, strong policies will save you money and time, and if you learn to use and enforce them now, you will be ahead of the game when your schedule is full.





Chapter 2
HANDLING REQUESTS
FOR DISCOUNTS
The fine art of bargain hunting often takes on an extra edge during economic slowdowns—though even in boom times you can count on being routinely petitioned for cheaper rates. How to respond? Here are some guidelines:
Have a policy in place. Never put yourself in a situation where you have to decide on the spot. Know ahead of time what, if any, discounts you offer, have a firm policy, and stick to it.
Avoid across-the-board discounts. For all shelter dogs, for example. Such a discount is great in areas where shelter adoptions are rare and need to be promoted. But in some cities half to two-thirds of all dogs are shelter adoptees. A discount that applies to 80 per cent of your clientele is not a discount; it is your de-facto rate.
Apply discounts uniformly. It is the law. The IRS takes a stark view of whimsical discounts and should you be audited, you must prove you have set policies.
Don’t let other people’s financial problems become yours.


Avoid ongoing discounts. Especially important for daycares, walkers, sitters, and boarders. With a limited number of slots to fill, allowing a limited amount off weekly services means giving up a considerable annual chunk—which you can’t replace.
Don’t discount
For up-front payment. Payment in advance should be your standard policy, full stop.
For all non-profits. There are simply too many worthy causes. Either provide a small discount to one favorite group or volunteer a set amount of time. As in: “I’ll work with one dog at a time, on these kinds of cases, and the family has to be in real need and not be able to pay for training services.” The rescue group should do the screening and you decide when each case is done and you can accept another. This way you help, but don’t butcher, your income stream and rates.
For sob stories. A particular hazard for trainers. You will hear, “Unless Rex stops barking I’ll have to give him up,” “My mother’s in the hospital,” or, “I lost my job.” And there you are, seeing how Rex’s quality of life could improve through your work.
These are tough situations and you need a strong set of rules to carry you through. Compassion is understandable (and praiseworthy), but don’t let other people’s financial problems become yours. To make a living as a dog pro you must separate your desire to do volunteer work from your professional life. You have only so many hours every day in which to train. If you go bankrupt, you won’t train at all. Dogs in need of help don’t know if their owners have money or not. Help ten dogs this week and you help ten dogs. Help ten dogs for free this week, and next week you will be working behind a desk to pay the rent: no dogs helped.
For friends. Better yet, don’t train for friends at all. People rarely take advice or homework seriously enough when a friend gives it. Then compliance fails, the dog doesn’t improve, and tensions in the friendship follow.
Do discount
For volume. People who sign up for five days of walking, etc. But make it reasonable, don’t give away the store.
For vets and vet staff. So they can see how good you are and refer to you.
For your favorite cause. Is Greyhound rescue close to your heart? Or senior dogs? That is a good reason to offer a discount. Just make sure the group you favor is smallish, or you may get a reputation for low rates that nets you an entire clientele of discounted people. No business can survive that way and being passionate about something should not preclude earning a viable income.
Remember…
Clients who haggle rarely respect your skills and qualifications. The same client would never barter in a lawyer’s office. Plus, when your fees are negotiable it undermines your professionalism—you are an expert at what you do, it is okay to charge for it.





Chapter 3
A DOG IS INJURED
WHILE UNDER YOUR
CARE. NOW WHAT?
Taking care of other people’s treasured pets means living with the looming specter of accidents. Out on a trail, an otherwise reliable dog takes off chasing an unknown scent and is hit by a car. Two dogs that normally play well together in daycare get into a nasty fight. A dog you are sitting ferrets out the cooking chocolate or swallows a chew toy whole. All are scenarios that make dog pros blanch. But failing to consider and prepare for accidents will only aggravate an already bad situation, if it happens. The clients, the dogs, your staff, yourself—everyone is better served by a proactive approach.
In preparation
Maintain adequate liability insurance at all times
Insurance, of course, is something you need from day one. You may be able to benefit from lower group rates if you join a professional association like the Association of Pet Dog Trainers. (See How to Run a Dog Business for more information.)
Always have client contact information on hand
You should never have to rummage frantically through the office for your phone list or, perish the thought, go home to get it. Dog trainers, walkers, and sitters should keep up-to-date client contact details in the car at all times.
Program emergency vet phone numbers into your phone
Also, write down emergency directions to the closest vets from your most-used trails or the neighborhoods you service and keep them in any car that is ever used to transport dogs. Make sure all staff members know where to find the directions and can understand them. Even if you work solo and you know the directions well, write them down. When a crisis hits, it’s all too easy to forget one’s own name, let alone how to get to the veterinary hospital.
Have an emergency assistant
One way to prevent panic in an emergency is to have a person to call who can help you keep calm and assist with urgent tasks. Don’t just make a mental list of cool-headed friends, though. Your emergency assistant must know and agree to his or her new designation, and the two of you should set up a protocol for such calls. Maybe it’s her job to meet you at the vet clinic and provide general support. Maybe she is the one who takes the other dogs home. Or, if you are a pet sitter, maybe she finishes the round for the day. Whatever it is, you always know that someone can come to your aid. A fellow dog pro and you can do this for each other, or you can ask a friend who works from home.
Get it in writing
Your contract should clearly spell out what is expected of you in an emergency.
1.   Have owners give you permission to seek emergency treatment and agree to cover the cost.

2.   Have owners specify whether there is a cap on the cost they will accept (don’t assume everyone shares your willingness to take out a second mortgage to pay for surgery).

3.   Have owners specify whether they authorize you to take the dog to whichever vet or animal hospital is closest. In other words, they want you to exercise discretion in getting their dog the best, fastest care. Otherwise, they can refuse to pay because you didn’t use their vet.

4.   Have owners state their wishes with regards to resuscitative care. For example, not everyone wants senior dogs (or cats, if you are a sitter) resuscitated.

If it happens
Secure any other dogs in your care
In boarding kennels and daycares, every employee should know his or her role in an emergency. Who takes care of the dogs and what’s expected after that? Walkers with an injured dog on the trail need to secure the other dogs first to keep the situation from escalating. The last thing you need while you are dealing with an injured dog is for another one to take himself off on an adventure. Get everyone safely tethered, then call your emergency assistant.
Communicate with the client
Call the client when you have calmed down, not before. Also, hold off until you know the precise nature of the damage. Sprained leg or amputation? Eye patch for a few days or blindness? Best to find out before you make the dreaded call. When you do, speak in a calm, confident tone. A distressed owner needs to know a professional is in charge of the crisis. Clearly state whether everything is handled and this is just a courtesy call to let the client know, or whether some action on his or her part is required.
With any kind of mishap during a pet sit or boarding stay, even if everything turned out fine, the best policy is to tell the client. Some clients might prefer not to have their vacation interrupted by a story with a happy ending, but that risk is preferable to a client who returns home and is outraged at your failure to tell her about the dramatic event, regardless of the outcome.
What to say
Take responsibility as appropriate—you are an adult and a professional. But don’t verbally rub sand in your hair, don’t heap blame on yourself, and don’t ever tell the client they ought to sue you. Accidents happen. Dogs are not appliances.
Depending on the situation, here is a possible strategy for the conversation: Describe in a straightforward manner exactly what happened, share all the steps you took to handle the situation, give them a report of the current status of the dog, and share anything you plan to do (if relevant) in the way of policy or process changes to avoid something similar happening in the future. Stress your concern for the dog’s and the client’s well-being, and ask if there is anything else you can do to be of support at this particular moment.
Follow-up
If the worst happens and a dog is maimed or killed while under your care, let your other clients know in writing. Bad news travels fast and if you are not the one to tell them, they will think you are trying to hide the episode. You have to protect your business and your brand.
The letter should include any policy changes you are making to avoid the same thing happening again. Be thoughtful about giving anonymity; don’t hang clients out to dry. If a dog is expelled, for example, don’t name that dog. If a dog is killed, find out if the owner wants the dog named or not. Some do, some don’t. But don’t name a dog who killed another, just say he was expelled.
Openness is the best policy, also about smaller incidents. A scuffle in daycare that results in a dog needing a couple of stitches, for example, should also be communicated. Doing so breeds confidence, prevents rumors from festering and growing, and demystifies normal canine behavior. Emphasize what is being done about the problem: “We had another tiff over tennis balls today, we have decided to remove them from the common play area.” Hopefully, you are communicating with your clients every week anyway (highlights from Fido’s week, etc.), so bad news isn’t the only news they get.
Of course, if scuffles happen more than once in a blue moon, something is wrong. Screening procedures and staff training are the first places to look for a possible issue.
Don’t fret
If you generally run a strong business, if you take good care of dogs and of people, if you handle a crisis with responsibility and grace, it’s rare to lose clients over injury incidents. Be open and honest, be calm, and face the situation—it can happen to anyone.
Resources
Insurance agents for dog pros:
Leslie Dodds (CA only), 707.284.5912 / leslie-dodds@leavitt.com (Leslie is also a part-time dog trainer).

Dennis Stowers of Mourer-Foster Inc, 1.800.686.2663 / dstowers@mourer-foster.com. Ask about the Kennel Pro insurance program.
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Chapter 4
TRADITIONAL VS
COMMUNITY
MARKETING
Marketing is, to many of us, a slightly dirty word. It conjures up images of young, too-clever-by-half salesmen or cigar-puffing advertising executives. It involves that most undignified and unloved activity: selling.
On top of marketing’s bad reputation, a lot of small business owners swear it doesn’t work. Or that the modest results don’t justify the investment. Or that it is something you only need to do when you first start your business. If this is your perception of marketing, it’s time to change it.
The right kind of marketing does work and is something you need to do for as long as you operate your business. But it is true that traditional marketing has little to offer small business owners like dog professionals who operate in a niche market. What we term “community marketing” is much more effective.
Traditional marketing
Advertising
Print, online, and local radio advertising is expensive and difficult to target. And even careful targeting—taking out an ad in a dog-centric neighborhood newspaper or running a spot on a local radio pet show—does not solve the problem of your message becoming part of the great, big advertising noise. Modern consumers barely notice advertising anymore, and little wonder. Surveys show Americans are exposed to thousands of commercial messages every day.
Direct Mail
Direct Mail (DM) response rates are abysmal. Most hover around 2%. It may be possible to unearth a dog professional who has found clients by mailing postcards or brochures to whole neighborhoods, but given the price of print and distribution and the waste inherent in a blanket approach, DM remains a money-burning enterprise. A worse downside is the risk of annoying potential customers. However well-intended, your unsolicited brochure is junk mail to them. (The same goes for unsolicited email, of course, generally acknowledged as a surefire way to rile people.)
Mass marketing works well for megabrands (think Nike) and for certain categories of consumer goods. Business-to-business advertising in trade publications can be quite effective. A few non-profit DM campaigns boast response rates of 8-10%. But traditional marketing suffers from two fatal flaws for small service providers, not counting the hefty price tag or the hit-and-miss targeting. First, it is intrusive—a one-way attempt at attracting attention away from, say, an interesting magazine article—and therefore increasingly seen as bothersome. And second, it is everywhere. Meaning that, if a commercial message is not actively irritating people, it is probably because they are paying no attention to it whatsoever.
Community marketing
Of course, people still need the services dog professionals offer. Dog owners in the market for a trainer want detailed information about training philosophy, techniques, experience, credentials, service options, and prices. Dog owners in the market for a boarding kennel want detailed information about credentials, health and safety protocols, staff skill levels, service options, and prices. The more clear and comprehensive the information, the better able an owner is to make a decision about which dog professional is right for him or her. Your job, then, is to let potential customers get to know you and your business well without getting caught in the “hype filter.” Which is what community marketing does.
The aim of community marketing is to build a voluntary and long-term relationship with customers, existing and potential. There are countless ways to go about this. As long as the underlying principle remains intact—don’t just sell at people, offer something of value (usually information, sometimes expertise or entertainment) that allows them to get to know you—the only limit is your imagination. As a strategy, it requires creativity and a willingness to understand your market. But it is less expensive than traditional methods, more environmentally friendly, far more polite, and it actually does the job.
This type of approach goes by many names—relationship marketing, two-way marketing, permission marketing. “Community marketing” is a helpful term for dog professionals because it invokes two fundamentals of our particular business.
1.   The vast majority of dog professionals serve a limited geographical area. E.g., they work in and for a local community.

2.   Dog lovers of all stripes—though an infinitely varied bunch—readily and proudly accept as part of their identity the label “dog lover,” which makes them a definable and reachable community.

Instead of relying on advertising and direct mail, community marketing makes use of:
•   Websites

•   Newsletters

•   Partnerships

•   Word-of-mouth marketing

•   Locally based PR and outreach efforts

Websites
A dog pro marketing must. Any service provider getting along without a website is living on borrowed time. 75% of American adults use the Internet. Of those, 81% look for information online for services they are thinking of buying. (Pew Internet & American Life Project Tracking survey, May 2008.) Consider how people find dog professionals:
1.   They solicit recommendations from vets, friends, and colleagues—then check out the businesses online.

2.   They browse review services like Yelp and InsiderPages and, if they like what they see, click through to the website of the business in question.

3.   They type criteria into a search engine and go to the websites they find.

At a minimum, dog professionals should have a website that functions as an online brochure. Contrary to the furious claims of many Internet marketers, such a site is undoubtedly useful. If that is what you have, make sure it is easy to navigate and includes:
•   A clear, concise statement on the Home page about the nature of your business and the areas you serve.

•   A customer-oriented write-up of your services.

•   A professional About Us page that details your credentials and experience.

•   Testimonials with full names.

•   Contact information on every page.

However, a so-called content-rich website (for more details see Chapter 8) can do more for your business. And no, rich content does not mean animated cartoon dogs or half a dog training book in free, downloadable handouts. Rather, the idea is to anticipate and answer questions. Identify four or five distinct groups among your clients (families, retired people, young couples, etc.) and consider what information might be useful to them. Recommend local vets you know and like. Mention great, affordable pet insurance. List upcoming local dog events. Explain the leash laws of your area. Write a “Before & After” example of a successful/satisfied client who had a problem you often see. Talk about what is good to know for dog owners in your area. Content of this nature is of direct value to clients and positions you, the provider, as a trusted resource.
Newsletters
A newsletter serves the same purpose as a content-rich website, but is a more active form of communication. You can email it to clients (with permission, of course) and post it on your site. You can print it and hand it out in classes or after walks. You can place it in literature holders in your facility and with any groomers, vets, or other dog professionals with whom you exchange referrals. Newsletters make for great reading for waiting rooms, lunch rooms, bathrooms, and laundry rooms.
Two basic rules govern newsletter success and effectiveness. First, resist the temptation to use it as an extended brochure. The nameplate may say “Newsletter,” but if the articles all relate directly to the fabulousness of your services, nobody is fooled. A newsletter must inform and entertain, not just sell. Second, the subject matter should reflect the interest level of the audience, not the publisher. That is not to say you have to dumb down the content, on the contrary. Today’s dog owners are often very knowledgeable. Just weed out overly technical expressions, and don’t assume your clients know who B.F. Skinner was.
Good newsletters are incredibly popular. People sign up for newsletters from chiropractors, churches, bicycle manufacturers, beef jerky producers, schools, and wine storage cabinet sellers, to name a few. Why? Because they are interested in back health, wine, and so on. Well, consider the passionate interest most dog owners harbor for their dogs, and the strength of newsletters as a customer contact vehicle for dog professionals becomes obvious. It can deliver years of name recognition, referrals, and brand building (again, as a trusted resource) for your business.
Partnerships
The benefit of partnering—in the non-contractual sense of the word—with veterinarians, groomers, pet shops, and dog professionals with non-competing businesses is clear, especially given how central recommendations are to dog owners looking for dog pro services in a new area or from a business that’s unknown to them. This makes it all the more important, of course, only to build relationships with people whose standards and ethics you are thoroughly comfortable with. (See Chapter 6 for more details on how to partner with vets.)
Unless the dog professional in question is your neighbor or brother-in-law, however, approaching strangers about a partnership can be uncomfortable. As with all Community Marketing, the key is to forge a connection over time by offering something of value. Perhaps a newsletter that can stand in the waiting room, a folder of behavior handouts for veterinarians, or a Q&A session some night. Don’t just show up during busy shop hours, either. Call in advance for a five-minute appointment. Present your ideas as just an opening position—one you are happy to adjust to the needs of your potential partner’s clients. Also, give the person information about you, preferably something she can delve into privately and on her own time. A website is perfect.
Word-of-mouth marketing
How do you harness this intangible creature? You can’t, not entirely. But there are things you can and should do to invite and shape positive word-of-mouth, besides, of course, providing a great service.
Personal referrals. Basically: If you want them, ask for them. If asking face-to-face is uncomfortable, make sure you include a polite little request on your website and on any materials you give your clients. Something like “Happy with the service your dog gets from Wagging Tails? Please tell your friends about us!” Also consider making referrals worth people’s while. Perhaps money off a client’s next dog training class if someone she referred becomes a client. Don’t like to discount ever? Find some other way to show appreciation to your “advocates.” If you like a behavior and want to see more of the same, reward it.
Online. Take the time to sign up for a free account at Yelp, Citysearch, and any other review service your clients use. Most sites allow you to add a brief description, some let you upload images, list services, and link to your website. The better the impression you make at first glance, the more likely searchers are to click through to your website (or paid profile on the site, if you have one).
Local PR/outreach
A great marketing avenue for dog professionals because there are so many fun things to do with dogs or on the subject of dogs. Give occasional free workshops or demos at charities, schools, and dog-related events. If you would rather poke sticks in your eyes than get up in front of a crowd, contribute articles to local niche publications, online or printed. Post to online dog forums (again, local is best). If you are a brick-and-mortar business, host an Open House, a workshop, or an event. Have a Halloween party, a Santa Paws event, a Freestyle or Rally demonstration. Volunteer your skills at a local shelter or rescue group on a monthly or bi-monthly basis. All of it works to put the name of your business out in the local community.
Whatever you come up with, make sure the local press is invited to any events and don’t forget to include online media. Remember that the event—or the advice/tips/insight you offer in your workshop or lecture—is the news, not you. Publicize events on your website and post links to any articles that mentions you or your business.
Evaluating your marketing methods
Tracking community marketing projects is no easy task. Big companies use codes for tracking response to traditional marketing like advertising or direct mail campaigns, and might use individual tollfree numbers for radio, television, and other media such as billboards. But how do you track leads from your website, newsletter, word-of-mouth referrals, or the free lecture you gave two months ago?
To complicate matters further, it is virtually impossible to pinpoint with any real accuracy what prompted someone to pick you. A new client might say she heard about you from a neighbor, but fail to mention she also pored over your website for half an hour before deciding to call you about Lassie’s incessant barking. The referral told her you existed; the warm, professional look and expert tone on your site convinced her you were the right person to call.
That said, it is important to track the response to your marketing efforts as best you can. Here are some suggestions:
•   Make it standard practice to ask all prospective clients where they learned about you. Create a return-on-investment (ROI) tracking sheet that includes all the possible sources as well as what services, if any, the client signs up for. Share the ROI sheet with your staff, especially anyone who answers the telephone or greets people at your facility (if you have one) or any contract trainers you work with.

•   Make sure your process for answering calls or emails includes the source questions and the careful recording of people’s answers, so the data is captured no matter who does the client contact work on any given day.

•   Note the start date of any marketing activity in your marketing calendar and keep a running count of new clients as well as new business from existing clients—for example, a daycare client signing up for a class or a walk-in client buying a one-day workshop on nail clipping.

•   Use the information you gather to learn more and to test different marketing and business development projects.






Chapter 5
DOG PRO
BRANDING—AND WHY
YOU SHOULD CARE
“A brand is a living entity—it is enriched or undermined cumulatively over time, the product of a thousand small gestures.”
–Michael Eisner, Disney Corporation
Brand is about perception: the space where customer needs meet company essence. That may sound fancy. It’s not. You can be a business that charges for a service. Or you can be a brand—a company with a distinct and consistent personality. To be a brand, you need to: A) understand your clients’ needs and B) know and implement values that are important to you as your business meets those needs.
Local service brands
Beyond having a logo designed (a logo doth not a brand make…), few dog pros pay attention to branding. Why? We are accustomed to thinking of brands in the context of huge companies with near-universal name recognition. But brands live in the realm of associations and associations are best created through personal experience. This is why big companies spend astronomical amounts trying to get close to us, something small shops and outfits do every day. Think of a neighborhood business whose logo you like or whose storefront triggers a warm feeling in you. The bookshop awning? The aprons worn by the servers at your favorite restaurant? The smell of new clothes and peppermint in a boutique? Whether or not you consciously notice them, these are powerful brand building elements.
a logo doth not a brand make…
Associations, of course, are not limited to brick-and-mortar businesses. People respond just as strongly to personal presence, quality of service, empathy, swift email or telephone response times, cute stationery, etc. As any dog trainer worth her salt will tell you, associations happen all the time, whether you deliberately affect them or not. Why not make learning theory work for you?
Service vs. product brands

In the world of products, no one disputes the importance of brands. Marketers spend millions on advertising, packaging, and endorsements to build recognizable personalities that inspire customer loyalty.

Through most of the 20th century, service brands were considered the poor cousins of product brands. Today, however, many of the strongest brands in the market can be found in the service sector, companies like Google, eBay, Virgin, and Verizon Wireless.

Dog professionals are service providers, too. Naturally, they operate in a smaller market environment than the Motorolas of this world, but branding, when done right, works equally well for small businesses. A strong brand creates awareness, drives perception of value (which brings with it preference and higher fees), and builds customer loyalty. What dog professional can afford to ignore such benefits?

Be more you
Being a brand is the best way to stand out in a crowded market. Branding, incidentally, is not to be confused with having a niche or with differentiation. A niche is a business strategy that addresses a market demand and, hopefully, aligns with your personal goals and preferences. Specializing in small-dog training, for example, or walking only herding breeds or senior dogs. Differentiation is about how your business does things differently, be that innovative classes or pick-up-at-your-home puppy daycare. Differentiation is great, especially in areas where competition is strong, but it’s relatively easy for others to copy and hard to sustain in the long run. By contrast, a brand is unique to you, the sum total of your services, values, business identity, and the way customers perceive you.
Creating a brand begins with choosing your core brand values. Countless exercises and focus-group tests exist to help business owners make this choice. A simple way is to consider your relevance to your target market, aside from your service itself (boarding, walking, training, etc.). Which emotional needs does your business meet for your clients? Convenience? Reassurance? Entertainment? Relationship-building? Relief from guilt or confusion? Identify between five and ten such needs, and then pick core values that speak to those needs and resonate with you.
Dog pro brand values
Good core brand values for dog professionals could include: Community. Nurture. Convenience. Reliability. Trusted Resource. Positive Reinforcement. Irreverence. Underpromise, Overdeliver. Teamwork. Family. Connection. Fun. Comfort. Responsiveness. Education. Safety. Integrity. Knowledge. Quality. Honesty. Customer Focus. Creativity. (Add your own.)
Choose one, two, or, at the most, three core values. More than that probably means you are trying to be everything to everybody. Mass appeal, however, is the opposite of branding. Brand is the personality of your business, its defining characteristics. If you try to be serious, yet irreverent; authoritative, yet informal; nurturing, yet empowering, you will end up being none of the above. Your business will just be AnyDogPro LLC.
Narrowing down your choice also forces you to decide what is most important to you. It does not mean the other values are unimportant. You are not dishonest if honesty is not your core brand value. Honesty simply is not the driving force behind everything you do. Most of us are well served by a regular, old-fashioned level of honesty. But consider a trainer who specializes in serious cases of aggression and separation anxiety and often finds herself faced with tough ethical questions. Say she has other trainers and behaviorists working for her, whose daily client interactions affect both her bottom line and her more impalpable, but just as crucial brand equity. She can’t afford for her staff to gloss over behavior problems that may have serious consequences. On the other hand, she can’t risk frightening clients away with harshly delivered information. Such a trainer might choose Honesty, Comfort, and Education as core values for her business. She might train her staff on how to communicate difficult truths to dog owners with empathy, and how to use information to deepen understanding. She might also, to further deliver on her brand promise, use photos of actual staff members in her marketing materials. She might write articles for her local paper demystifying canine behavior. And so on.
Deliver on promise. Repeat.
Once you know your core values, build a strong brand through consistent delivery on the inherent promise in those values. As in: Do what you say you are going to do—or be what you say you are going to be—day in and day out, regardless of circumstances. Imagine you have chosen Trusted Resource as your core brand value. Above all else, this is what your business is about: its personality. That, then, is the promise you must deliver on consistently.
Do what you say you are going to do—day in and day out, regardless of circumstances.
Your promise, of course, does not relate to individual project results. Dogs are not appliances and there are no guaranteed outcomes. Just like a lawyer can’t promise to win a case, a trainer can’t promise to make leash aggression disappear and a walker can’t promise that three walks a week will stop a hyper dog from barking at home.
However, you can guarantee that you will care deeply about the client and his dog. That you will continue to build on your knowledge and skills so your clients benefit from new discoveries and techniques in the field of canine behavioral science. That you will communicate your knowledge in a manner relevant and understandable to lay persons. That you will exhaust the full range of your abilities to help. And that you will do so for every client, every time, no ifs, ands, or buts.
If you truly consider yourself (and anyone who works for you) a Trusted Resource for dog owners, you will strive at all times to embody the spirit of the term as you understand it.
The packaging
Packaging is everything your service comes wrapped in. That includes, but is not limited to, your logo, stationery, business cards, website look and content, the branded t-shirts your walkers wear, the cleanliness of your boarding space, the attitude and competency of your staff, your policies and business processes, and so on. To be effective, it all needs to support your brand, not corrode it.
Take a doggie daycare in an upscale suburban area, catering mainly to families where both parents work and the children have schedules booked from morning to night. In addition to exercise and social interaction for dogs, this daycare provides guilt relief for the dog’s family. It is the softball team and the violin lessons for the furry child. Knowing this, the owner has wisely chosen Family and Nurture as core brand values. To deliver on the essence of these promises, he writes end-of-week reports on Fido’s favorite playground games and social skills. His website informs about dogs’ complex social structures in a clear and entertaining manner. And when a pooch falls sick while in the daycare, the staff knows exactly what to do.
But his business name is “Canine Competence” and his logo is a graphic of two gleaming metallic interlocking Cs—an identity that would better suit a German watchmaker (Precision, Quality) than a daycare whose values are Family and Nurture. Despite any artistic merit they possess, the name and logo detract from the brand.
At the other extreme, the daycare could be called “Fido’s Fun-tastical Farm” and the logo could be a crayon-yellow cartoon dog juggling tennis balls. In which case the owner would have leapfrogged over “friendly” and “fun” right into “unprofessional,” thus missing the mark with many doggie parents who, while not opposed to fun, don’t want to shirk their responsibilities as nurturers and educators, and who may be turned off by a brand approach that feels too frivolous.
It is never too late
A successful brand—whether global or local to a single neighborhood—is about a client-centric approach tied closely to your business strategy. The effort involved in creating and maintaining a brand pays dividends in awareness, word of mouth, perceived value, status as “preferred provider,” and in having a genuinely value-driven market position.
If you have been in business for a while and deliberate from-the-core-out branding is new to you, don’t worry. It’s never too late to begin creating a brand or improving an existing one. Consider what deeper client needs your service meets, choose your core values, and refocus your business accordingly, one step at a time. A policy change here, a new service added there, or a clear brief for the designer and writer when it’s time to update your website.
Change anything that detracts from or devalues your brand. Businesses overhaul their visual identities, processes, customer service practices, staff training, even their names, all the time and emerge stronger for it.
Not paying attention to your brand is asking to be forgotten.





Chapter 6
GOT VETS? BUILDING
RELATIONSHIPS FOR
REFERRAL SUCCESS
Clutter is a relatively recent phenomenon in the pet service industry. Ten years ago, a veterinarian’s counter might display one or two business cards from a dog trainer or boarding kennel, and if the waiting room table sported a dog pro brochure, likely as not it was homemade. Today, vets’ offices are considered prime display space, coveted by groomers, daycares, walkers, pet sitters, boarding kennels, pet photographers, retail boutiques, and, of course, anything from a handful of dog trainers to a veritable crowd. Why? Because many dog owners first seek their vet’s advice on a range of issues (think house training, separation anxiety, nutrition, aggression) that could result in a referral to your business if the vet knows and trusts you.
Veterinarians generally take one of two approaches to the superfluity of dog trainers:
•   The high bar. These vets want to know about a dog pro’s educational background, certifications, training philosophy, work methods, and overall level of professionalism, including customer service skills and personal presentation, before they agree to become a referral source.

•   No favorites. These vets prefer not to endorse anyone directly, instead opening the waiting room table or bulletin board to as many brochures and business cards as either will hold. This has the same effect as clutter in any other setting—with so many competing messages, none stand out.

Either approach is understandable, considering how easily recommendations can backfire. So many variables affect the outcome of a dog trainer’s work or satisfaction with a daycare, and should a client be disappointed, the vet may find his or her relationship with said client soured.
When do people refer with conviction? When they know the service provider well and trust his or her competence and service level. To generate a steady stream of referrals from vets, then, dog pros must invest the time to develop a lasting, mutually beneficial, professional relationship.
Offer something useful
Asking a perfect stranger to send business our way is out of most people’s comfort zone. It is also a poor starting point for a relationship. Instead, offer something.
A newsletter
A well-designed newsletter full of tips and dog-related articles looks good in the waiting room, serves as reading material for waiting clients, and is a resource, not a one-sided sales pitch. Most vets and office managers are much happier to display a newsletter than yet another brochure. And unlike brochures, which are only interesting at the exact moment someone is shopping for that particular service, newsletters change seasonally, giving dog owners a reason to pick it up each time they visit the office.
A vet folder
A strong option for trainers, this is a branded packet that contains useful information for starting out right with a new puppy or dog. Provided it looks professional inside and out, such a folder gives vet offices something of real value to offer their clients. Survival tips for the all-important first two weeks, advice on setting up routines for the long term, simple training tips, and of course information about the trainer’s services. A folder is a weighty endorsement and it gives the dog owner a far more detailed picture of the trainer’s services and expertise than a business card or brochure.
(A New Dog packet can be used at shelters and other places of adoption as well. Trainers who specialize can tailor the folder to reflect this, with handouts on dog-dog aggression, small dog training, or behavior modification.)
A free pass
Drop off a free service pass for staff with some edible goodies or dog biscuits. Give away attendance to a class, a week of daycare, or a weekend pet sit or boarding stay. Include information about the service and then let the conversation begin. Once you leave, the staff has to decide who gets the free service—which means they have to discuss what you do, raising the office’s awareness of you and your business. And hopefully, once one of them takes you up on the offer and has a great experience, (see Chapter 14 for customer service ideas) they’ll share that experience with their colleagues back in the office. A staff with first hand knowledge of your expertise and professionalism means effective referrals, and more of them.
Stay in touch
Offering something useful is important, but it is only the first step. Business owners who heave a sigh of relief after forging that initial connection (“That was scary. Thank goodness it’s over!”) may be tempted to leave the rest to the magic of the vet folders or newsletters. Of course, nobody suggests becoming a nuisance visitor, but relationships do thrive from a pinch of old-school human contact. In other words, find good reasons to be in touch on a regular basis.
Find good reasons to be in touch on a regular basis.
(Visits that take place during the least busy time of day for the vet office increase your chances of being able to have a brief chat with the staff.)
Share reports
One way to establish a professional relationship, or build on a budding one, is to send the vet copies of a client’s report as a professional courtesy (after getting permission from the client, naturally). Trainers can send their behavior reports, including assessment and recommendations. Behavior reports provide insight into methodology and expertise, which, in the case of a new contact, makes it easier to bring up the subject of display materials at some point in the future. Some vets will even contact the trainer to ask for referral materials once they see the quality of her work and professional approach. Only teach classes? Send class report cards, detailing areas of best improvement and recommendations for next steps. Daycares and group dog walkers can send monthly or quarterly report cards including a dog’s best dog friends, favorite activities, and so on. Post-vacation reports from dog pros offering sitting and boarding services might also include favorite activities as well as feeding and medicine regimens.
Drop by
Again, personal visits should be regular, well-spaced-out events, always with good reason. One or more referred clients or an upcoming holiday qualify as grounds for bringing in edible goodies or a flower for the reception desk. So does the periodic obligation to restock or switch out newsletters or folders with a more recent edition/version.
(Often, newsletter stocks have not dwindled much. Clients who pick up and read your newsletter may put it back when it is their turn to be seen, as they would the vet’s magazines. Do not worry about that. They have seen your business name, logo, and branding, and the range of your knowledge about dogs. Plus, the newsletter’s role as a relationship-builder with the vet’s office is just as important as its direct promotional value.)
Give a talk
Trainers, offer to give a short presentation during a staff meeting on topics of interest and use to vet techs and office personnel, like reading canine body language, working with fearful dogs, or teaching dogs to relax during examinations, nail clipping, etc. This gets everyone better acquainted, meaning the staff is more likely to hand out folders and actively send people your way. Daycare and boarding facility operators might discuss strategies they use to put dogs at ease. Such a topic not only shows the care you take in your work, it may also be helpful to vet staff.
Reinforce referrals
Always express appreciation for endorsements. If a vet sends a client your way and a visit to that clinic is not imminent, send a hand-written thank-you card—every time. Should the referrals become too numerous for that to be practical, send a monthly card to say how much you appreciate the ongoing support. From time to time, go the extra mile and send a food basket or something fun and dog-related. Another idea is small denomination gift cards to a café within walking distance of the clinic. The more consideration you put into the gesture, the less routine and the more sincere it will come across.
Deepen the relationship
As more referrals begin to flow from a particular vet and the respect and trust grows, think of ways to expand the relationship. Offer to supply a newsletter if you began with folders and vice versa. Also, consider other complimentary projects. Each represent an investment; you put yourself in front of potential clients more frequently and give them additional opportunities to see how your services might benefit them. (And new marketing projects can be used in other venues, too.)
For well-established relationships, a joint project is an option. Vets who have the space may be open to hosting a series of community lectures. The dog pro gains additional marketing exposure; the vet gets new potential clients coming through the door.
Another option for trainers is in-office consultation services, where the trainer or behaviorist has a number of set office hours at the clinic. This allows the vet to actually schedule appointments with the trainer. An owner might come in complaining about disturbing growling, for example. After ruling out medical causes, the vet can recommend training, suggesting the owner make an appointment on the way out to see the resident trainer. That is a powerful endorsement and, of course, clients are more likely to make the appointment in that moment than if they leave the office with a brochure or business card to think it over.
A plan of action


•   Choose and produce marketing materials. Invest in a designer and writer so everything is polished and professional. The cost will pay off.

•   Find out whom to approach in the vet’s office. Often, the office manager or the lead vet tech decides what is displayed in the waiting room and who gets to talk with the vet. Call or email to set up an appointment with this person.

•   Before the meeting, send samples of your materials for your contact to peruse. At this point, hold off on asking for anything or mentioning the word “referral.”

•   Keep the meeting brief. This is the time to bring up the possibility of displaying your materials. There is still no need to ask outright for referrals. Should the subject come up, just say that referrals would be gratefully appreciated.

The reality is that some vets will be thrilled to get to know you, while others will show a deplorable lack of enthusiasm. From the outset, plan on around 70% being lukewarm or indifferent and resolve to keep going until you have reached the 30% who have the potential to become wonderful referral sources and professional partners.





Chapter 7
THE DOG PRO
WEBSITE—A BASIC
COURSE
The Internet is now the number one way for pet owners to find dog pros. Internet users span every age and income level and the majority (81%) say that finding a service provider starts online. Word-of-mouth is still an important factor, but even with a verbal recommendation from a friend or a vet, people go online to learn more.
So, a website is a must. A rudimentary site—whether stock template or design-from-scratch—is fine, as long as the end result is professional. Homemade is never okay. Your website is your storefront, your brochure, your introductory greeting, and your public face. With so many dog pros to choose from, people are going to entrust the welfare of a treasured family member to a business that looks sleek and professional over a business whose virtual shop window looks homemade (bright colors, text in ten sizes, moving parts) and has typos and usability errors.
Your website is your public face.
The basics
At a minimum your website should communicate: Who you are. What you do. How you can be contacted. How your services can help potential clients. What kind of “personality” your business has.
Further, your website should be: Quick to upload. Easy to navigate. Professional in appearance and content. Clearly written. Client-centric throughout.
That last point bears repeating before you set off to make your mark on cyberspace: your website is for your clients, not for you. Have a compelling story to share? That’s what Facebook is for. Your business website is about what you can do for dog owners, and all content should be created with that in mind. The best use of your About Us page, for example, isn’t a resume of your previous occupations, an account of how you came to be a dog pro, or the story of the dogs in your life. A great About Us page presents your qualifications and skills in a way that makes it clear you can solve the dog-related problems or goals of the person viewing the page. Your personal narrative can add flavor, just don’t make it the central point of the page.
Get started
1.   Choose and register a domain name.

2.   Find a host for your website.

3.   Find a graphic designer and a Web designer. (Or download a site template.)

4.   Find a writer, unless you yourself are a good writer with a solid grasp of marketing.

5.   Decide on content: text, photos, forms, resources, etc.

Domain names
Your domain name is the address of your business on the Internet. It’s how people find you, staygooddog.com and welikemutts.com are examples of domain names.
Domain names are unique. Only one business can own—or rather, rent—any given name, which means your top choice may or may not be available. Ideally, you would secure a domain name at the same time you research and register your business name. That way, you don’t end up with a business name for which all thinkable and unthinkable domain name combinations have already been taken.
That said, variations on an existing business name can often be crafted with a bit of imagination. Say a Tulsa business is called Lead Dog Training, but someone in Seattle with the same name already owns the domain leaddogtraining.com. The Tulsa business could choose myleaddog.com, followmylead.com, or tulsaleaddog.com, depending on availability.
First and foremost, your domain name should be easy to remember. Some guidelines:
•   Include your business name if at all feasible. Logical pre- and postfixes work well, but avoid paraphrasing with slang, which can be confusing (e.g. City Dogs becoming citydawgs.com).

•   Brevity trumps business name inclusion. Baltimore Best Buddy Daycare And Kennel is better off with mybestbuddy.com than with the ungainly baltimorebestbuddydaycareandkennel.com.

•   Use the .com extension, not .net, .biz or .org. This is not a hard-and-fast rule, but .com extensions are by far the more common for businesses. Clients are likely to try that first when searching for you.

Thousands of companies offer domain name registration, many as part of a Web hosting plan (see below). For domain registration by itself, we recommend Hostway.
Hosting
Think of a Web host as a hotel for websites. This is where your website will live, so you need to know the room rate and the service level. What is included; what costs extra? Again, a multitude of companies offer website hosting—and many also offer domain name registration. For great plans at low prices, we recommend ICD Soft.
If you prefer to shop around, you can compare plans and read reviews of Web hosting companies through Best Host Ratings or Web Hosting Jury. When choosing a plan, be sure it includes:
•   Fast servers for fast page uploads.

•   Unlimited email accounts.

•   SMTP, POP3, and IMAP servers.

•   Webmail.

•   24/7 tech support (email is okay).

•   At least 1000 MB storage space.

•   At least 20 GB data transfer allowance/month.

•   Anti-virus software.

•   An uptime record of 99.8% or better (look for this statistic on Best Host Ratings).

A note on email

All Web hosting plans come with email accounts (mailboxes), which means you can send and receive email using your domain name. For example: tina@doggieschool.com. Not only is this easier to remember for your clients, it gives a far more professional impression than, say, tina28@aol.com. Plus, using your domain name promotes your website. Should you change hosting company, your domain-based email moves with you—as long as the domain is yours, so is the email address.

Design and coding
People often confuse graphic designers with Web designers. For the record: Graphic designers are professionals in the graphic arts industry, traditionally working on brochures and advertising—and these days just as often on design intended for electronic media like websites. Web designers are professionals who plan, model, and execute electronic media content. The confusion sets in because of the abundance of small-business and freelance Web designers who do both or claim to do both. Some do in fact master both design and coding. Many don’t.
Before you hire a jack-of-all-trades, surf his or her portfolio. Are the featured designs more than colored panels? Do the pages give you a strong sense of the brand of the business whose website you are visiting? Or is the only nod to branding a forlorn logo stuck in a corner? Being able to code up a page correctly is not enough. Sure, all links should work and navigation should be easy and logical. But again: Your website is your shop window and should be distinctly branded to your business—an art for which graphic designers study long and hard.
In the absence of proven versatility in a Web designer, the better approach is to commission a graphic designer to create your website look and standard page layout, then have a Web designer code up the pages—that is, put them on the Internet for you.
Structure and content
A three to five page site is generally enough to cover the most important, basic content. Provided it’s professionally designed and written, even a small site will do a lot to promote your business.
Few people would attempt to draw their own logo—and yet most dog professionals write their own website text. Perhaps because we all grew up with a pen in our hands, it doesn’t occur to us to hire someone for this task. But the quality of the writing can make all the difference in how well your site sells your services. So unless you know marketing, good writing, grammar, and syntax like a farmer knows dirt, invest in a professional writer. If you do have the talents to compose the text yourself, brevity is your friend. Remember that this is your business site, not a blog or your personal site. If you waffle, if you lecture, if you soliloquize, you will lose your audience.
That applies to all content. Small business website owners tend to cram information into every nook and cranny, but the best strategy is to keep things simple. Avoid Flash items (anything that moves), a zillion colors, too many fonts and text sizes, music or sound effects, and creating umpteen variations of your services. All these things distract from your message and risk causing decision paralysis in potential clients.
Cost
The same exact website can set you back $1,500 or $15,000 depending on where you shop, so make it part of your earliest research to track down people who cater to your price range. A good, no-frills, five-page starter site should cost around $1,500–2,500, including writing and basic search engine optimization. (Search engine optimization—SEO—is the art and science of improving your page rank with search engines through judicious use of keywords, meta tags, domain names, and links.) A web hosting service will run you $50–120 a year.
Before you jump
Do you have a marketing plan? If not, that is the first step. Without a clear understanding of your goals, target market, customers’ motivation and expectations, competition, strengths and weaknesses, brand values, budget, and ongoing strategy, any marketing project you undertake is at best random, at worst counterproductive. Review the earlier chapters on Community Marketing and Branding as well as the Marketing Plan chapter in How to Run a Dog Business before you begin to plan content and design for your website.
R+ dog pro cyber clichés



•   Most overused words: Unique, effective/effectively, premier, leading, bond (loving, special), communication (gap, lack of), expert/expertise.

•   Most overused small-business home page phrase: “Welcome to my website.”

•   Most overused design elements: Paw prints, bones.

These are fine words and graphics doomed by their own popularity. In a busy marketplace, steering clear of the most common language and design elements makes you stand out.

Testimonials
Testimonials can be powerful marketing tools. Not only do they help establish credibility and trust—they can market your services and skills, if well crafted. For truly effective testimonials, aim for:
•   Full name. And preferably location as well. It is a matter of believability. Too many vendors use professionally written testimonials or actors pretending to be regular Joes for customers to readily believe a quote from someone identified only as “Elizabeth T.”

•   Specificity. “Simon is an awesome dog trainer!” with a full name below and maybe even a small photo of the client with her dog is a great quote to have on your Training Services page. But on the Testimonial page, the ideal is to have more detail. Not a novel, mind you, but real examples, preferably ones that paint a picture in your prospect’s mind. “We thought we’d never be able to walk Tabitha on leash without her barking and lunging at other dogs, but after working with Katherine, neighborhood strolls are again a pleasant part of our lives.”

•   Variety. To showcase your professional range, solicit testimonials about all your services or about different types of cases.

If you dislike soliciting testimonials directly, sneak the request into other forms of client communication like your newsletter, class signups, dog walking or pet sitting reports, service follow-up letters or emails, or in connection with an event. Alternatively, send a direct email and opt for tongue-in-cheek: “We’re adding some content to our website and the writer is pestering me for new testimonials. I thought you might be willing to say something nice about me.”
Resources


Hostway Global Web Solutions: www.hostway.com
ICD Soft: www.icdsoft.com
Best Host Ratings: www.besthostratings.com
Web Hosting Jury: www.webhostingjury.com
SEO Pros: www.seopros.org
Top SEOs: www.topseos.com/rankings-of-best-organic-optimization-companies





Chapter 8
HOW TO ADD VALUE
TO YOUR WEBSITE
In the previous chapter, we outlined what your website at a minimum should tell people: Who you are, what you do, how to reach you, the benefit of using your services, and the “personality” of your business. Also, that your site should load quickly, be easy to navigate, look and sound professional, and be client-centric.
Say you have all that. What can you do to further develop your site? What takes a website from good to great? A library’s worth of information? Fancy technology? Absolutely not. If you have the technical skills and equipment to use video clips or podcasts, great. If not, don’t worry. Format is not important; content is. And it should be anything but encyclopedic.
The key to a great website is to understand your customers and build valuable content just for them.
What a content-rich website does for you
Positions you as a trusted resource
Calling yourself an expert is all very well—anyone can do that, rightly or wrongly. Much more convincing is showing your expertise, not by lecturing on technical topics, but by demonstrating your grasp of your customers’ world. What dog-related problems and wishes do they have? What information is useful to them?
Gets you past the “advertising filter”
Offering customers valuable information makes them more likely to pay attention and remember you—hard tricks to pull off in today’s crowded marketplace.
Gives people a chance to get to know you
People are doing more and more research before they decide on a product or service. This is a general trend, intensified by the economic downturn. A content-rich website gives your prospects something to spend time with, to poke and prod, giving them a better sense of who you are.
Gives people a reason to return
Advice, recommendations, and local knowledge make your website a reference source dog owners and dog lovers will revisit, even if they don’t need your services today or in the next six months. And when they do find themselves in the market for a dog pro (or someone else asks if they know any), they are much more likely to think of you. They may be strangers, but in a sense, they already have a relationship with you.
But it is too expensive…
It shouldn’t be. Your website is a hugely important marketing channel and as your business develops, you must keep the information on it fresh and occasionally add new sections and features. If adding a page in the existing design is prohibitively expensive, you are working with the wrong Web designer or agency. Find someone in your price range or look into content management software like Adobe Contribute, for example, that allows you to update existing pages yourself—it is affordable and easy to use. The world is moving online to a greater extent every day and resistance really is futile.
But remember that you don’t have to do everything at once. Create a development plan for your website, committing to add or change content every six months and to assess your site for design, usability, and functionality updates every two years.
Three rules for developing great content
Know your customers
Think about the clients you have worked with over the last year and divide them into segments that make sense in your particular locale for your type of business. For example:
•   Families, retirees, and young professionals (trainer)

•   All-year residents and part-time residents (daycare facility)

•   Condo dwellers, town house dwellers, and suburban house dwellers with yards (walker)

•   Frequent business travelers, biannual vacationers, and weekend escape junkies (sitter)

Other useful segmentation could be by income level, degree of dog-related knowledge (beginners, intermediate, advanced), or interests (outdoor enthusiasts, culture vultures).
Be useful
Having pinpointed some customer groups, consider what might be helpful to them. What dog-related problems and wishes do they have? If you think back over past customers, what might they have liked to know?
For example, a trainer who exclusively trains puppies for well-off clients might include a box about house training and vacation homes, reminding her clients to do a refresher course the first time the puppy visits the second house. This is useful to her existing clients, and immediately shows prospects that this trainer understands her customers’ world—their world.
A big-city dog walking service might have a section called “Top Tips For Easy Walks,” where they advise about situational awareness, bringing treats, and how to deal with skate boarders. They could add a page about dog park etiquette. And so on.
Think local
Unless you plan to write books, give seminars nationwide, and generally become a personality in the dog pro world, your website content should be aimed at your local dog owner community. No two areas are exactly the same. For example: Usage rules for parks and natural areas, relevant information about flora and wildlife, weather patterns and related challenges, dog events, dog sports, dog-friendly cafés and restaurants, local shelter and animal welfare initiatives (spay day, nail clipping clinics, etc.).
What not to add
Volume for the sake of it. The Internet abounds with low-value material: Vague and chatty articles, pointless blog posts, dull e-newsletters, and so forth. Simply adding to the cyber clutter will not help your business and may hurt it.
Do-It-Yourself instructions. A pitfall trainers in particular tumble into. Detailed handouts should be a follow-up for clients who have paid for your services and expertise. Owners wishing to train their dogs without help are better off buying a book—and are not your market anyway.
Copyrighted material. Posting magazine articles or sections of your favorite dog-related book requires written permission from the author/publisher. It also showcases other people’s skills and boosts their credibility, not yours, so think carefully before choosing material to borrow.
Content ideas
For your eyes only
Aim content at your particular client groups, whatever they may be. Cater to a lot of families? Add pages about kids and dogs—what children understand at different ages, games that are safe to play, etc. Work with puppies often? Post advice about development stages—what to expect of Fido at six months, a year, and so on. Do many people adopt shelter dogs in your area? Include a “Tips for Successful Adoptions” bullet list on your site. Do few people adopt shelter dogs in your area? Make it a “Benefits of Adopting a Dog” list instead.
The possibilities are endless—just think targeted and useful.
Before & After
Short, well-written Before & After stories are marketing workhorses. All at once, they are:
•   Deluxe testimonials. This is not just another predictably flowery quote. Someone valued your service enough to let you write his story and (hopefully) take his picture to post on your website.

•   Emotional hooks. Before & After stories make for compelling reading. Open any newsstand magazine to find some variation on the topic. Everyone loves a transformation story…

•   Skill/service showcases. Outright selling activates mental screening devices, but people absorb information when they are being told a story. A two-paragraph success story about a training triumph, reduced barking, weight loss, or a calmer home life with Fido can do more to market your services than two full pages of sales language.

Myths & facts
Another way to show your expertise and impart useful information. A daycare or walking service might take on widespread breed misconceptions, like why Jack Russell Terriers are not ideal apartment dogs by virtue of being small. Trainers could strike one for the Science Team by, say, debunking common myths about dominance. (Just be sure to frame arguments around the benefits to dogs and their owners of positive reinforcement methods, and stay away from moral imperatives. Nobody likes to be preached to.)
Frequently asked questions
Answer questions you really encounter, not things you wish people would ask or think they ought to be interested in.
New to the area?
A service to recent transplants to your area—and a great way to get attention and word-of-mouth referrals. List dog parks, dog-friendly places and events, and good-to-know info about your locale (where to watch out for ticks or foxtails, beaches with strong surf, etc.). For inspiration ask fairly recent newcomers with pets what they would have liked to know when they arrived.
Travel & outdoor
Mention hikes, national parks, activities, and so on, as well as hotels and bed and breakfasts within a few hundred miles where dogs are allowed. Include tips about driving, camping, or backpacking with dogs, any outdoor topic with which you have experience.
Recommendations
Tell clients about collars, doggie beds, eco doggie products, anything you feel strongly about. Keep it brief, but mention why you are a fan of a product.
Newsletters
Post your newsletter or newsletter articles to your site. Usability tip: Always tell people they are about to click a downloadable document. E.g., The Canine Chronicle (PDF 500KB).
Resources
Books, groomers, pet stores, vets, local shelters, pet insurance, complementary dog pro services, local dog sports, etc.
Videos
For the technically advanced, short videos of class sequences (fun ones, like Freestyle or Flyball), Before & After training success stories, puppy socials, or daycare playgroups can be very effective sales tools. Post yours on YouTube as well.
Never have a video (or music) that starts automatically! Usability studies tell us the vast majority of Web users find motion and/or noise on a website pushy and off-putting, and it may actively sour them on your business. If, on the other hand, the user gets to see what entertainment is offered and push the “play” button himself, all is well.
For a more impactful website…

1.   Be scannable. Ask your writer to break up content with bullets, paragraph breaks, and judicious use of bolded words so the pages are easy to scan. People read Web pages differently from printed material.


2.   Be real. Stock photography is everywhere and people treat it as wallpaper. Eschew smiling children with Labrador puppies for authentic photographs of dogs, clients with dogs, staff, or your facility.


3.   Be identifiable. Slogan-like taglines are fine for off-line communications, but a good website tagline summarizes what your business is or does—and sits by your logo on every page so visitors always know which type of site they are on, regardless of whether they arrived via the home page.


Blog writing
For solid communicators who enjoy technology and are prepared to invest the necessary time, writing a blog is a great option. So is linking to any social media pages you maintain. Social media are terrific for customer communication, word-of-mouth, establishing credibility, and giving customers an inside look at your business. On the downside, these channels can drain time all too easily, so proceed with care. (See Chapter 10 for more on social media and Chapter 11 for more on blogs.)
Some ideas to get you blogging:
•   Answer a recent client question.

•   Post photos from a class or playgroup.

•   Write a tribute to your mentor.

•   Ask a question.

•   Share links to your own favorite blogs or to dog-related shops you frequent.

•   Tell an anecdote from a recent event or class (with permission from any clients mentioned, of course).

•   Highlight rescue groups you think do a great job.

In general, keep blog posts short, include images (screen grabs, logos) whenever possible, and stay clear of controversial subjects—unless your business is advocacy.





Chapter 9
HOW TO DRIVE
TRAFFIC TO YOUR
WEBSITE
The pool of dog professionals who do not consider a website fundamental to their marketing is, fortunately, shrinking year by year. Much more common is the misconception that the work ends there—with a nicely branded, well-written, informative online shop window. The opposite is true. That’s where the work begins. A website is only as good as the eyes it attracts. Nationwide volume, for example, is much less important than a strong local readership for the majority of dog pros.
To truly benefit from your website, you must take an active approach toward: A) getting traffic, and B) getting the right traffic. Here is a list of ideas for how to go about it.
Google AdWords
No doubt you know and use the major search engines such as Google, Bing, and Yahoo. How often do you check the second and third page of the search results? Not a lot, right? Which is why it is so important to position your website to rank high on search engines. One way to do that is through search engine marketing.
Google and the other major players all have programs that will highlight your website when someone types in a word or phrase you have registered with the search engine. Buying such “ad-words” or “keywords” is relatively easy to do on your own. However, you need to know what potential clients might type into a search engine to find your type of dog business. Search engine marketing programs will highlight your site for a potential client who searches using words or a phrase you choose, i.e., “dog trainer (your town).” You then pay a fee (pay-per-click or PPC) to the search engine every time a customer clicks directly through to your site from the highlighted search engine listing.
Search ads are rarely necessary for dog pros who operate in a small market with few competitors—an informative website should do well on most search engines in this case. They can, however, be a good idea in large and highly competitive markets. Let’s take the case of dog walkers located in New York City. If someone types “dog walkers new york city” on Google, page after page of results are shown, making it hard for your site to be found. But a closer look reveals that the search engine produces three types of results. Sponsored results, at the very top of the page and in the right-hand margin, are generated through AdWords. Google Local results, the seven businesses listed next to a map, are also keyword-related and are generated from Google’s free business directory, called Google Local or Google Maps. Finally, there are the “natural” search results. To be among the first few pages of those, your website has to be well optimized for search engines.
As for the sponsored Google AdWords, mathematical algorithms determine which ads are displayed when the right keywords are typed in, but given the sheer volume of search activity on Google, and the fact that AdWords also appear on hundreds of thousands of partner websites from Ask.com to The New York Times, chances of being displayed are fair. Plus, Google’s contextual targeting means your ad is more likely to show up next to articles or news items about dogs. While you pay for click-throughs from sponsored ads, you can limit the amounts you will be charged for certain time periods. It is easy to add or remove keywords.
However, click-throughs are only valuable if they translate into more business. What’s more, the way Google makes money on this service is by presenting business owners with a mile-long list of individually priced keywords (called “keyword chains”) all of which seem equally important. They are not—usually a select few will do. If you try out AdWords, spend some time learning the intricacies of keyword advertising before you jump in. Most importantly, monitor the results and your spending. We recommend limiting usage to relatively short marketing pushes, like just before launching a business or new service, during puppy season, etc. Otherwise the ongoing expense quickly balloons.
Amazon’s Clickriver ads
Another very popular search-term targeted PPC service. Clickriver Ads lists your services alongside products on the Amazon.com marketplace related to your business, such as dog toys or books about dog training. The set-up process is so easy it can be done within half an hour, and the targeting can be anything from statewide to a single zip code. Costs can be controlled by setting a daily budget and choosing a price per click you are comfortable with—again, you only pay for click-throughs.
With any PPC service, the copywriting—your headline and the first part of the descriptive sentence that will be displayed—is extremely important. The best thing is to hire a professional writer, but if that is not an option, at least test different versions of your copy and track the results carefully.
Search engine optimization companies
If you are in a large and highly competitive market, it may be worthwhile to hire a search engine optimization (SEO) company to help improve your results (once you have a website up, you will likely get solicited by one or more). Their mission is to improve your positioning on search engines to make it more likely that a potential customer searching for dog trainers or other dog businesses in your area will find your site.
SEO practitioners fall into two main categories. So-called “black hats” use technology, manipulation, loopholes, or other artificial methods to boost rank and search results. While these methods can sometimes produce good—even spectacular results—they are also often questionable from a search engine point of view. Sometimes these practices are found out and banned and the sites that use them are penalized, sometimes permanently. So, your first consideration should be finding a “white hat” (as in the good guys) SEO firm, one that uses organic—meaning natural or content-based—methods that are generally recognized as safe and effective.
If you are not already knowledgeable about SEOs, it can be difficult, offhand, to tell the difference between the good guys and the bad guys. Here are some tips to help you navigate:
Educate yourself
Just like when you buy a car, if you cannot discuss options and prices at least somewhat knowledgeably, then you are really at the mercy of the salesman. A good place to start is this discussion on what to expect from an organic SEO consultant: www.seopros.org/articles/expectations.htm. Acquaint yourself with the basics of good SEO and you will be able to tell if you are talking to a white or black hat SEO. Things change fast in the SEO arena, so much of the info you will find online is outdated, however, a little research will still enable you to ask intelligent questions, and develop reasonable expectations.
Get referrals
The best place to find an SEO consultant or firm is by asking someone you know who is happy with their SEO’s results. If you don’t know someone who can refer you to a good SEO, then you may have to resort to finding one online. (Never hire an SEO from an unsolicited email!)
Check references
If you don’t find an SEO through a glowing referral from a fellow businessperson, then once you have identified some good prospects from your online search, get verifiable references from them, and call those references. (Don’t be wowed by big name references. It is far easier to generate site recognition for an already well-known brand than for a small, unknown company. Ask for references from small businesses similar in size to yours.)
Discuss your needs and request a proposal
Once you have identified your top prospects, let them know your needs and goals and ask what they can do for you, and how much it will cost. Get it in writing.
Be skeptical
Don’t believe too-good-to-be-true claims. No one can instantly catapult a site to the top of the organic search engine results. The firms that say they can are generally buying sponsored results with Google AdWords, or Yahoo sponsored ads, marking them up, and charging the client the inflated cost.
Set a reasonable budget
Prices are all over the board but you can expect to pay a good organic SEO firm between $2,500 and $25,000 a year for their efforts. You may be able to find a good freelance consultant for less, but they are harder to find. Be aware that organic SEO methods take time and effort, and that translates to dollars. If the cost is a budget buster for you, you might be better off with an SEO consultant who is willing to evaluate your site and then coach you on how to do most of the work yourself.
A final word: SEO is not a magic formula, and there is no one right way to optimize a site.
SEO is about developing your website, networking, and marketing to attract maximum interest and exposure and to tap under-used market segments and search terms. The best ways to do this are a little different for every website, and your SEO consultant should customize her methods and suggestions to suit your business. SEO changes and evolves constantly. What works today may be ignored by search engines tomorrow. A good site owner is always looking to take advantage of the powerful new opportunities constantly appearing on the Internet.
Email marketing
Email marketing gets overshadowed by social media a lot these days, which is a great shame because email is a terrific marketing workhorse—free or low-cost, targeted, and much less time-intensive than social media. It is also great for driving traffic to your website, provided the newsletter is good enough to get forwarded on. Just make sure you only send emails to people who request it. Nothing sours a relationship quicker than a spam email or two.
To succeed with a newsletter in any format, you must:
1.   Make it a really good value.

2.   Get the word out.

In this age of information overload, value means one of two things: useful information or entertainment. Either give people something they can use or give them a good time. For dog service businesses, the first category would include tips, information, and how-to articles about anything dog related: training, exercise, home life, management out-and-about, local events, Did You Know type items, recommendations of books, collars, food, etc. The latter category could be quotes, fun sites to visit, and stories, both fun and serious. Before & After stories, for example, make very popular reading.
As your email list grows, engage your subscribers by featuring content that encourages interaction—including on your website. Contests, for example, where answering a trivia question gives the reader a chance to win a leash or a bag of dog treats. Other options are surveys (Google and SurveyMonkey offer free tools), a monthly “cutest photo” client competition, or Ask The Expert style items.
Use affordable online PR
Online news releases are a terrific way of boosting your search engine rankings and gradually building a stream of traffic to your website. Open an account with a service like PRWeb, and send out a press release every few months. You can publicize events, awards, new services, a revamped website, a lecture or speech you are giving, a partnership with another dog service business, or simply having a new take on an old dog-related problem. As long as you write the release in the format of a news story, anything goes. PRWeb has detailed instructions on their website on how to write good releases, as well as a library of case studies. Their basic Standard Visibility package starts at $80.
Get more exposure on the Internet
Free listings
Register your business or expand existing registrations with more details in various online directories: Google Maps/Local, Yelp, Citysearch, and SuperPages (Yellow Pages). This is also known as “claiming your profile.” Many online review services and directories carry your information even if you haven’t submitted it, because they subscribe to listings from various business information services. Visiting the site in question, updating or correcting the information, and taking advantage of any free extras (uploading photos, adding a link to your website, etc.) is considered claiming your profile. In most cases, basic listings are free. (More info in Chapter 12.)
Buy a directory link
The best directory listing to purchase is Yahoo, hands down. It is a trusted link from one of the world’s most visited websites. But at $299/year the listing is a bit steep for anyone on a tight budget. Other options are Ezilon at $69/year or Best of the Web at $100/year.
Put your URL on everything
Include your website address on all your materials, however mundane. Class sign-up sheets, handouts, brochures, postcards, rack cards, business cards, invoices, and give-aways like bandannas or magnets. Include it in your digital signature and on your stationary. If you write an article for a local paper, mention the URL in your bio blurb. In other words, never miss an opportunity. If your logo is on something, if your name is being mentioned somewhere, your URL should be there, too.
Participate in conversations
Contribute useful, non-promotional information to online dog lover forums, and include a link to your site in your signature. Leave comments on dog-related blogs. (But if you engage in discussions about training methodology or other potentially controversial topics, remember that everything you write should represent your professional image well—and will exist in the cyber world for eternity.)
Exchange links
Trade URLs with any businesses you know and are happy to be associated with: Complementary dog service businesses, vets, doggie retail boutiques, pet food shops, dog bloggers, and so on. The more reputable sites link to yours, the better your ranking with the major search engines will be.
Use content marketing
If you are a strong writer, submit dog-related articles to e-zines (like Ezine Articles) or find a publication (on- or offline) to contribute to or write a column for. If you are a prolific writer with an inexhaustible supply of material in your head and a love of the online world, write a blog. Alternatively, create a free page (called a “lens”) on Squidoo on a dog-related topic. The site provides detailed instructions on how to get set up. A lens nets you both a search-engine ranking boost and valuable traffic from the Squidoo community.
Share your expert opinion
Review dog-related books on Amazon.com and include a link to your site in your profile. (Don’t put a URL in the review itself!)
Go social
Get involved with social media like Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, MySpace, or YouTube. See Chapter 10 for more about what social media can and can’t do for your business.
Embrace your inner shutterbug
Post pictures from doggie events (classes, playgroups, socials) on Flickr! and include the link in email newsletters and correspondence. Your Flickr! profile should include a link to your site.
Spend some money
Use Google AdWords, Clickriver, or another pay-per-click service. Choose your keywords wisely and research how to make the most of search advertising without paying too much. Then start small.
Finally, don’t neglect your website content and design, keep updating regularly. All the traffic in the world won’t translate into more clients unless the benefits of your services are professionally presented in a clear and inviting manner.
Resources


Google keyword generator: www.google.com/sktool/#
Keyword Frequency Counter: www.web4future.com/free/wordcount.htm
Google Docs: www.docs.google.com
SurveyMonkey.com: www.surveymonkey.com
PRWeb: www.prweb.com
Yahoo Directory: https://ecom.yahoo.com/dir/submit/intro/
Ezilon Directory: www.ezilon.com
Best of the Web: www.botw.org
Ezine Articles: www.ezinearticles.com
Squidoo: www.squidoo.com
Google AdWords: www.adwords.google.com
Clickriver: www.clickriver.com





Chapter 10
SOCIAL MEDIA
MARKETING FOR DOG
PROS
Social media on the Internet evolved as a way for people to connect, share life events and opinions, and keep in touch. Now, social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter are also being used by individuals for personal branding, by corporations for customer service, by retailers for promotions, by news organizations for real-time news streaming, by community groups for protests and coordination, and much, much more.
Our focus here is social media as a marketing channel for dog service businesses, nothing else.
As it happens, social media marketing is a contentious subject. Debate rages over its value and efficacy, with outright evangelists at one end and ardent naysayers at the other. We believe social media marketing can be very useful—but it’s not for everyone. Our recommendations are based on experience, anecdotal evidence from dog pros and other service providers, and thorough research—hundreds of articles, blog posts, books, case studies, statistics, Web seminars, and white papers.
A caveat
Social media should supplement your other marketing projects, not replace them. Millions of people stay clear of Facebook and Twitter, and many devotees prefer to use those services to spy out old high school buddies and keep in touch with distant relatives, not become Fans of their pet sitter. The primary tools in your marketing toolbox remain things like a website, vet packets, referral cards, a newsletter, community lectures, events, writing for local publications, and so on.
What social media marketing can do for you


•   Give your business exposure.

•   Broaden your reach.

•   Drive traffic to your website.

•   Boost your search engine optimization efforts.

•   Promote classes, events, special offers, and, to a degree, your services.

•   Provide networking opportunities.

•   Let you keep a finger on the pulse of your industry.

•   Be a customer service channel.

The jury is still out on that last bullet. The Web abounds with stories of CEOs (Zappos, Comcast) reaching out via Twitter to help disgruntled customers, thus singlehandedly buffing up their company’s reputation. Zoom in on dog pros, however, and social media conversations chiefly amount to compliments on photos or comments on blog posts. Clients with questions or complaints, it seems, still prefer to email or call (or post an angry review on Yelp).
The flip side of social media marketing


•   It’s a legendary time drain. And time is money.

•   There is little payoff in the way of direct sales (retail is the exception).

•   Things can get very up-close-and-personal; not everyone’s cup of tea.

•   It’s a long-term commitment. Stay involved or perish.

•   Basic tech skills are required. So is ongoing education.

•   The Web moves fast. Today’s front-runner platform could be tomorrow’s also-ran.

Why it may be worth your time
The so-called Engagement Pyramid of social media is made up of five personas: Curators, Producers, Commenters, Sharers, and Watchers. The first three are the most engaged, from review writers and blog posters to people who spend many hours every day moderating forums or editing wikis. These are the people you are most likely to hear from. But together they represent less than a fifth of your online audience. By contrast, the Sharers (who rarely engage but frequently share links and info with their personal network) and the Watchers (who rarely engage but actively follow and consume online content) comprise almost 80%. (Source: Universal McCann Social Media Tracker, 03/08.)
What does this mean for dog service businesses? That although your social media efforts may not spur great debate and engagement from the online community, the medium’s unparalleled word-of-mouth potential and ability to position you as a trusted resource may well pay off in referrals in the long run—provided, of course, you do a good job reaching local dog owners and putting out information they find useful or interesting.
Still, think before you jump
Ignore the hype. Your business can survive without Twitter. What is important is that you market your business; using social media channels is just one way to do that. And while out-of-pocket costs are low for online marketing, the notion that it’s free is grossly misleading. Using social media well—and why bother otherwise?—takes time, discipline, and ongoing work.
Make a decision that works for you so you can sustain your efforts, instead of adding to the multitude of deserted blogs and Facebook pages that litter the Internet like so much tumbleweed. Consider your enjoyment of the following tasks:
•   Spending time online.

•   Working with technology, gadgets, and applications.

•   Writing.

•   Finding interesting content online—blog posts, article archives, news items, book reviews, and useful sites.

•   Engaging with people of all kinds.

If you score highly in all these categories, chances are you are ideally suited for social media marketing. If, on the other hand, you resent spending time on your computer and develop a facial tic when someone asks if you have heard of Squidoo or use del.icio.us, you may want to pass on social media, or at the very least start at the low end of the involvement scale with a professional networking site like LinkedIn, rather than jump into the continuous lifestreaming that is the norm on a site like Facebook.
A plan of action for social media marketing
Do the research
Schedule time to educate yourself about social media in general and your chosen platform(s) in particular. For social media marketing to work, you need a clear picture of the community you are entering: The unwritten rules, the tone of voice, what works for a business in this forum, and what does not. You would not attend a cocktail party—or a networking event—and hand out coupons and business cards to every person you meet while talking non-stop about why they should buy your services. Well, social media platforms are the cocktail parties-come-networking-events of the cyber world. There is an etiquette to observe, a vocabulary to master.
Define your goals
What would social media marketing success look like for you? Increased traffic for your website? New subscribers to your blog? A group of local Friends or Followers who rely on you for dog-related tips, news, and events in the area? Networking with other dog service professionals around the country for ideas, event hosting, etc? Choose things that can be measured. Less tangible benefits like more exposure for your company and brand building are fortunate by-products.
Set specific tasks
Once you decide on your objectives, break them down into smaller steps. To reach a goal of, for example, twenty-five new subscribers to your blog in six months, you might aim to add four subscribers each month. Based on what you know about blogs and how to get traffic for them (see Chapter 11 for suggestions), identify the tasks involved and schedule time every day or week to do them. How many times per week will you check your Facebook page? When and for how long? How often will you post to Twitter and when will you generate the content for your tweets?
Assess and adjust
Evaluate your approach along the way—at least once a month. Is it working? If not, be prepared to make adjustments. Should your goals be changed? Are others doing something clever that could work for you, too? Social media is developing very fast and marketing has never been a static endeavor. Think of the process in terms of navigation. In unknown territory, use any and all tools and points of reference (a compass, maps, landmarks, passers-by) to continually correct your course.
A strategy for social media marketing
Be a business, it is allowed
Social media gurus are quick to point out that businesses hoping to use social media for marketing must learn that it’s all about conversation: personal connection and collaborative opportunity. True, nobody signs up for Twitter or creates a Facebook page hoping to be sold at. But just as with community marketing which showcases your expertise and services through non-intrusive, value-adding projects like newsletters, lectures, articles in local papers, etc., a be-of-use approach allows businesses to interact with individuals through social media well beyond small talk.
Two-way communication has always been an important part of being a good service provider, but so has the ability to direct the conversation.
Focus on your desired audience
Local dog owners are presumably at the top of the list. But maybe so are prominent writers and teachers in the industry, or local veterinarians and other referral sources, if networking and PR is high on your list of social media marketing goals.
Act accordingly
Much of the prevailing wisdom about how to present yourself and communicate on social media platforms is irrelevant to dog professionals. You are not a big, scary corporation whose blog posts need surgery to sound human rather than spewed out by a PR machine. You are not a reporter for CNN who can easily use her personal name on Twitter because everybody recognizes it.
As a local dog care service provider, professionalism matters as much as warmth, so a friendly but not overly casual tone is best. And more people will have a chance of finding you among the millions of accounts if your Twitter username is your business name, not your own name (unless of course your business name is your own name).
Keep your goals and desired audience in mind at all times: Everything you do and say online reflects on your brand.
Hook with content
The content you choose to share (tweets, blog posts, status updates) is your targeting mechanism, your hook for attracting the right friends, followers, or blog subscribers. Again, usefulness is the litmus test.
Be brutal about time management
This cannot be stressed enough, especially if you are prone to aimless Web surfing in the first place. Social media provide infinite opportunities for time wasting.
Resources
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com
Twitter: www.twitter.com
Mashable, a leading social media guide: http://mashable.com
Alltop, an “online magazine rack” of the best blogs on a variety of subjects, e.g., Facebook or blogging: www.alltop.com
More information: Social Media Marketing: An Hour A Day by Dave Evans





Chapter 11
PUBLISH OR PERISH?
BLOGGING FOR
BUSINESS
“Breathe. Know that the Internet has no eraser.”
–Liz Strauss (blogger and blog consultant)
Should you blog?
That depends. Do you have a headful of ideas that is about more than your company? Is your perseverance legendary, the subject of family campfire stories and wedding toasts?
More than 50 percent of US Internet users read blogs on a monthly basis, a number projected to rise to sixty-seven percent by 2012—which works out at around 145 million people. And while weekly blog reading is most common among 13–24 year-olds (55%), people aged 25–41 are right behind them (42%), followed by 42–60 year-olds (27%). (Source: e-Marketer.)
Clearly, people do read blogs. But there are so many to choose from even blog tracker Technorati has stopped counting. The last semi-accurate worldwide count, 133 million, dates back to January 2008. No doubt the number has grown since, making the central question for anyone writing a blog or considering it: Why should anyone read my posts? Time is a scarce resource. Information, on the other hand, is ubiquitous.
Pet business owners gain a modest advantage in the blog stakes from the fact that animals are endlessly fascinating to those who love them. The downside of the topic’s popularity is that cyberspace is jam-packed with pet-related sites, and the most successful ones rarely belong to a business. Why? The majority of company blogs are ignored because the posts are promotional, one-way, infrequent, text-only, and of little value to the reader.
Why do people read blogs?
Ignoring for a moment the considerable overlap between categories, the top four reasons are: To learn something new. To solve a problem. To be entertained. To get information about your services.
Readers want value from your blog. If you are willing and able to provide that on an ongoing basis, blogging can be a marvelous marketing tool. If not, your time and talent are better put to use elsewhere.
If you have plenty of ideas and excellent writing skills, but still wonder if maintaining and promoting a blog is too big a commitment in the long run, consider teaming up with other dog-related businesses or professionals in a group blog. Having four or five contributors spreads out the burden of generating content and adds depth and variety to both material and tone. What you lose in branding you make up for in exposure and SEO impact by having a blog at all.
Blogging platforms



•   WordPress. Free and premium hosted solutions, with the latter giving more options and a unique domain name. Both services come with instructions, templates, and user support.




•   TypePad. Paid hosted service that begins at $4.95/month. 14-day free trial. Simple set-up and maintenance, user support.




•   Blogger; LiveJournal. Free hosted platforms. So simple you can launch a blog in mere minutes, but much less customizable and with less support.




To compare features of these and other platforms, see The Annenberg Center’s chart (see page 71).

What a blog can do for your business


•   Drive traffic to your website.

•   Boost your search engine rankings.

•   Help position you as a trusted source of information.

•   Increase exposure.

•   Differentiate you from the competition.

•   Let you provide topical information.

Blogging terms defined

Blogging platform: Blog publishing applications that support the authoring, editing, and publishing of blog posts and comments, with special functions for image management, Web syndication, and moderation of posts and comments.

Blogroll: A list of links to blogs the blogger follows or likes, usually included in the blog’s sidebar and often divided into categories.

RSS Reader: RSS (Really Simple Syndication) is an information aggregation technology used to publish web content (blog posts, news articles, etc.) in a standardized format, so-called Web feeds. RSS Readers aggregate Web feeds and allow them to be read from a Web browser using one of many different programs.

A plan of action
Read blogs
First, get yourself organized with a home for the blogs you want to subscribe to. iGoogle or MyYahoo accounts, for example, are free and come with built-in RSS Readers. Once you have a Reader, go to Technorati, Alltop, or BlogRank, and find the best blogs on pets and anything else that interests you. Click on the RSS icon and select your chosen Reader and voila! Posts will feed into your Reader from now on. Pay attention to how things are done in the blogosphere: What types of posts are popular? What good ideas can you use yourself?
Brainstorm ideas
Put a list together of 50 blog post ideas with a few notes on each to remind yourself later of the specifics. As in: “Anecdote about the time Lucy got into the cooking chocolate, followed by 5 tips on how to dog-proof your kitchen” and “Month of December: New Xmas-themed dog picture every day.”
Don’t write a novel
Short posts are usually best, around 100-350 words. If you have a longer story to tell, put extra effort into the writing. Pen several drafts and have a well-read person give you feedback before you post it. Remember, your readers’ attention is a gift you cannot afford to squander.
Find your tone
You may hold a PhD in companion animal behavior, but your audience does not, so weed out academic or overly technical language from your posts. At the other extreme, do not be fooled by the cool technology and conversational nature of blogs into speaking Generation X language. No “dude,” “homie,” or “rad!” Always be professional, even when engaging with readers whose views vary fundamentally from yours.
Moderate with care
Remove downright inappropriate comments—and any comment using bad language, even if it is otherwise positive—but leave everything else. Readers will quickly lose interest in your blog if you delete comments from people who disagree with you.
Post regularly
Posting frequently boosts your search engine rankings and ups your chances of building readership, provided the quality does not suffer. But whether you post once a week or once a day, do it reliably. Subscribers like to know approximately how often they can expect to hear from you.
Getting traffic for your blog
We recommend dog bloggers do one or more of the following to attract and retain readers:
•   Post frequently.

•   Use keywords with care.

•   Post original content.

•   Share expertise generously.

•   Include photos. Post your photos on Flickr.

•   Invite comments. Respond to comments.

•   Include links to other blogs and sites in your posts.

•   Comment on other people’s blogs.

•   Create a blogroll section of blogs you recommend.

•   Write a 3 or 5-part series of posts.

•   Write about everything dog, not just your area of expertise.

Blog post ideas

Top 5-style How-To lists.


Just yesterday, a client asked me….


Post A Pic Day (recurring post featuring clients’ dogs).


Meet an employee/client.


One thing we do to support the community.


The Worst/Funniest Thing My Dog Ever Did (recurring post featuring clients’ dogs).


Upcoming local events.


A secret to know.


A trend I have noticed.


I Am Reading (recurring post for recommending articles and books).


Websites you might like.


How our business was founded.


Other tips
Syndicate yourself. This is a must if you want subscribers. Most blogging platforms include RSS capability as standard. Once that is activated on your blog, you need a feed management system. Popular free ones are FeedBurner, owned by Google, or, for delivering your blog posts as an email newsletter, FeedBlitz.
Track traffic sources. Sign up with Google Analytics or Quantcast to measure your Web traffic and learn more about your readers/visitors. Both services are free.
Resources
Blogging platforms
WordPress: http://wordpress.com/
TypePad: http://www.typepad.com/
Blogger: https://www.blogger.com/start
LiveJournal: http://www.livejournal.com/
The Annenberg Chart
http://www.ojr.org/ojr/images/blog_software_comparison.cfm
Finding blogs to read
Technorati: http://technorati.com/
Alltop: http://alltop.com/
BlogRank: http://www.invesp.com/blog-rank/Pets
Syndicate your blog
FeedBurner: http://feedburner.google.com
FeedBlitz: http://www.feedblitz.com/
Track traffic
Google Analytics: http://www.google.com/analytics/
Quantcast: http://www.quantcast.com/
Blogging tools
Mashable’s 120 tools and how-to’s for bloggers: http://mashable.com/2007/06/19/blogging-toolbox/
Blogs on blogging
Blogging Tips: http://www.bloggingtips.com/
The Blog Herald: http://www.blogherald.com/





Chapter 12
BAD REVIEW? YELP!
NAVIGATING ONLINE
DIRECTORIES AND
REVIEW SERVICES
There was a time, not very long ago, when humans in need of a plumber or a dentist turned to the old, dependably fat Yellow Pages. The lucky searchers had a recommendation from a friend or colleague and needed only a phone number and address. The less fortunate were doomed to thumb through pages and pages of ads with grainy photographs and cheesy sales lines.
The Internet changed all that. Finding just about anybody who wants to be found (and some who don’t) is a matter of typing in a few well-chosen words, then sitting back for the 0.6 seconds it takes a search engine to reveal someone’s website, his or her Yelp rating and Citysearch reviews, and, more likely than not, an embarrassing photo from Junior High.
The wealth of information at our collective fingertips has fundamentally changed buyer behavior, to the detriment of the Yellow Pages. 96% of internet searches occur on three search engines: Google (72%), Yahoo (15%), and Bing (9%). These directories include not just contact information for businesses, but reviews, links to their websites, maps, directions, and so on. Another nail in the coffin of the Yellow Pages is the structural shift in local markets toward search engine advertising and website marketing. Despite heavy investment in online directories, the company’s long-term survival is in serious doubt. A 2008 Wall Street Journal article proclaimed, “Extinction Threatens Yellow-Pages Publishers.”
It remains to be seen if such dire predictions hold true. But the expense of a Yellow Pages ad combined with the plummeting popularity of the service make it a poor choice for dog pros, who can get more exposure for less money with a well-optimized website of their own.
The age of online critics
Many of us still prefer like-minded folks to give us the scoop on local service providers. A trusted friend’s opinion about a doctor or lawyer counts far more than any number of stars on Yelp. But in the absence of such an opinion (or to confirm it), more and more consumers turn to online review services for the next best thing: the opinions of other people.
The ascendancy of online review services presents a new challenge for any business that relies greatly on personal recommendations—restaurants, spas, chiropractors, and yes, dog professionals. Word-of-mouth has never been an easy-to-control entity, but never before in history has sharing one’s opinions with millions been so effortless. Being at the mercy of citizen reviewers who answer to no one about the quality or fairness of their evaluations causes understandable resentment in many business owners. Some fight back with websites dedicated to exposing what they see as scurrilous practices (www.yelp-sucks.com); others put stickers like “No Yelpers” in their shop windows to make a statement to the world.
Like it or loathe it, online review services are becoming more prevalent and influential all the time. Knowing the major players—what they offer, who your customers are using, how to handle bad reviews—is part of running a dog-related business today.
Citysearch
What is it?
A self-proclaimed “lifestyle guide,” Citysearch is the older and not-so-nimble hand at the online review game. With around 16 million users, it still towers over upstart Yelp, but Yelp leads in unique visitors and has been growing much faster. Citysearch is fighting back, though. In November, 2008, the company changed its underlying architecture from a focus on 150 major cities to 75,000 towns and neighborhoods. In addition, Citysearch has partnered with Facebook through Facebook Connect, with MySpace, and OpenSocial. 60 million US Facebook users (at time of writing) can now review businesses through Citysearch without having to sign up separately, and those reviews can be seen and shared with friends on Facebook pages.
Who uses it?
People across incomes and ages. In the blogosphere, Citysearch users are often labeled the sensible PCs to Yelp’s young, cool Macs. But Citysearch attracts many who dislike the fanatic reviewing community of Yelp and prefer a balance between user-generated reviews, editorial reviews, and descriptions from the business itself. And unlike Yelp, Citysearch allows its reviews to be posted beside Google Local and Yahoo Local search results.
What Citysearch offers
Free stuff. Very little. You can add your basic contact information, opening hours, and a brief description of your services. Or, if those are listed already, you can correct any mistakes in the information. That is everything.
Basic package. Allows you to upload photos, post announcements, and write a description of your business—the latter can be done with help from Citysearch’s advertising team. The price begins at $150 per month.
Performance and Multimedia packages. Advertising through keyword optimization that gives top placement in searches, known as “sponsored result.” For the Multimedia package, also a professionally shot video of your business. Depending on geographical area, number of keywords chosen, etc, prices range all the way from $150 to $3,000 per month.
All priced packages require yearlong contracts.
Yelp
What is it?
A social network based on reviewing, basically. Yelp has created a community where people come together to write reviews as a hobby and to socialize. The service is unapologetically on the side of its very active and dedicated users. Negative reviews have to be outright discriminatory or false (or posted by employees, past and present) for the company to consider removing them.
Who uses it?
Anyone willing to post regularly can be a Yelper, but the company’s core users are overwhelmingly young (20s and early 30s) and urban. However, millions browse the rich repository of reviews, one of the largest on the Web. In San Francisco, Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York, Yelp is the clear leader with the young, urban demographic who are very influential in these markets.
What Yelp offers
Free stuff. Quite a bit. You can claim your profile on Yelp by signing up for a free Business Owner’s account, then upload photos, add a description of your business, write announcements, and track the number of people visiting your Yelp page.
Paid Upgrade. As with Citysearch, this covers keyword optimization for top placement in searches, known as “sponsored result.” Depending on geographical area, number of keywords chosen, etc., prices range all the way from $150 to $3,000 per month. The Paid Upgrade requires a yearlong contract. In another example of the company’s reviewer bias, businesses need to “qualify” by being a highly reviewed business in order to advertise on Yelp.
Google Local/Google Maps
What is it?
A comprehensive online directory built into the search engine. While not in itself a review service, Google’s local business listings include reviews from Citysearch and others, Yelp ratings, maps and directions, business descriptions, and links to the websites of the listed businesses. Google Local and rival Yahoo Local are the reason Yellow Pages executives have trouble sleeping at night.
Who uses is?
Everyone on the Internet, more or less. Far more people come to Citysearch and Yelp via Google than go there directly.
What Google offers
Free stuff. First, you must sign up for a free account through Google Local Business Center. Then, as with Yelp, you can enhance your directory listing with a description, payment options, and opening hours, and by uploading photos, even YouTube videos. You can also add coupons for your services, should you wish.
Search advertising. Google’s search advertising service is called AdWords. This is what gets you into the “sponsored results,” if the mighty algorithms permit. Costs for AdWords depend on the budget you set, geographical area, number of keywords, etc.
Should you pay?
A tough decision. Search advertising is a relatively new practice for small, local businesses and little data exists on actual results. The click-throughs and page viewings may sound impressive, but those statistics mean little without an inquiry-to-conversion ratio. And how do you assess the value of an enhanced profile? The reviews are there anyway, for free. Is it really an advantage to be a “sponsored result” or is the top-of-the-page placement outweighed by people’s tendency to dismiss advertising? Or does that tendency disappear when listings closely match a person’s search criteria? What’s more, results may well vary by geographical area and by industry.
Certainly, a decision to sign a contract with a review service or local directory ought to be followed by careful tracking of results. Ask every client how he or she heard of you. Keep a log of the time you spend converting inquiries to clients and of the subsequent business you earn from each client. With at least six months of data, work out the return on your investment, taking all the variables into consideration.
Say a dog walker spends $300 a month for a Paid Upgrade with Yelp. Say the dog walker gets on average one new three-day-a-week client per month from the site, with no significant conversion time involved. At $20 per walk ($240 per month, ongoing), each client earns back the dog walker’s investment in less than two months. The cost of the service is worth it. A dog trainer, however, who spends the same amount and also lands one client per month, but finds the clients tend to buy one or two hours of training and nothing more, gets a bad ROI. The same can be said about a big increase in inquiries with few turning into active clients—or too much time spent on conversions.
(If you show an interest in paid services from Yelp or Citysearch, by the way, be prepared for a strong come-on. The competition for your marketing dollars is fierce and sales reps will use existing positive reviews as proof you are missing out by not further boosting search results.)
The one thing we can enthusiastically recommend is that you sign up for the free Google Local business account and add whatever information you can. The same goes for Yelp, Citysearch, and SuperPages (and any other online versions of Yellow Pages): Take advantage of any free exposure available to you.
Bad reviews
The Internet, unfortunately, has its share of cranks and curmudgeons. Many review services will remove posts if you can prove they were written by disgruntled employees, competitors, or suppliers, but very rarely otherwise. If a review is illegal or defamatory (damaging to your business, not just your ego), you may want to seek legal counsel. A cease-and-desist letter from an attorney can sometimes convince a reviewer to delete a posting.
However, think very carefully before engaging with online critics. An angry letter or email from you is almost guaranteed to be posted immediately (as is a solicitor’s letter). Plus, you risk worsening a bad situation. Faced with outraged counterclaims, some reviewers have turned a lone grievance into malevolent campaigns.
Keep things in perspective. Every business gets a bad review now and again. Pleasing everyone is neither possible nor desirable and your potential clients know that. Often, the best course of action is to do nothing, but if you have a legitimate reason to contact the reviewer (“You never came back after the third class. I wanted to check in and make sure everything is all right.”), don’t mention the review. Pretend it doesn’t exist, address any reasonable concerns, and offer an apology or a refund as appropriate. Whether compensation is deserved is largely irrelevant. Think of it as an opportunity to rise above a difficult situation—the way a company responds to a complaint is often more telling than the complaint itself.
In the end, people browsing through review sites expect to see a range of opinions. Having only accolades looks suspect, as though your friends have written all the reviews. And that’s worse for your image than the odd heckler.
Summary recommendations
The benefits of actively managing your business’s listing on online directories—a boost both in general visibility and search engine rankings—are too important to ignore. Here’s what to keep in mind as you proceed:
•   Nix the Yellow Pages ad (unless you have hard proof of a splendid return-on-investment in your locale).

•   Have your website optimized for search engines.

•   If you do nothing else, sign up for a free account with Google Local.

•   Take advantage of anything free offered by other directories or review services.

•   Carefully track results if you decide to pay for search advertising.

•   Don’t engage online critics unless absolutely necessary. Address complaints as coolly and magnanimously as you can. Take a Zen stance—or at least fume in private.

Resources


Citysearch: www.citysearch.com
Yelp: http://biz.yelp.com
Google Local: www.google.com/local/add
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Chapter 13
ARE YOU A ME-TOO
DOG PRO? TIME TO
FIND A NICHE
What makes you special? One of the most common marketing mistakes dog professionals make is to generalize. If you are the only game in town, it makes sense to tell potential clients you do it all. But if there are multiple dog pros in your area, what makes a client call you instead of someone else? Don’t leave it to chance. Give them a reason to call you by marketing a specialization. Find a niche and fill it well. This, by the way, applies as much to existing businesses as new ones. If your business is not growing the way you want it to, consider trying a new niche or moving from being a jack-of-all-trades to offering more specialized services.
I don’t want to be pigeonholed…
Marketing a niche gives a subsection of potential clients a reason to call you over every other service provider in your area. These clients then tell their friends and family and co-workers about you, and you begin to build your business. This happy development in no way precludes being a generalist, too. Say a trainer specializes in treating separation anxiety. Her marketing efforts predictably bring clients with separation anxiety problems, but if she solves those problems successfully, the client will refer friends and family to her, regardless of the nature of their training needs. 
Even with a narrow niche focus, expect a good half of your clients to fall outside your specialty.
Finding your niche
First, take a look at what the competition in your area is doing. What might you offer that is different? For example, do you prefer working with a particular type of dog, such as puppies or small dogs? Who are your ideal clients? Do you have skills from a former career or hobby that might serve as a useful complement to your services? Also consider services not currently being offered that could be of use to dog owners in your area. Is there a need for specialty classes such as off-leash hiking, or behavior workshops on tough behaviors like recall or loose-leash walking? Does anyone offer walking services for dog-reactive dogs? How about Groom and Sit?
Here is a list for inspiration:
Market niches
•   Type of dog. Breed-specific (bully breeds, herding breeds), size-specific (small dogs), age-specific (adolescent dogs, senior dogs), and so on.

•   Type of client. Families (trainers), condo dwellers (walkers, daycares), and so on.

•   Type of case (trainers). Aggression, separation anxiety, etc.

•   Type of case (walkers). Dogs that are difficult to walk.

•   Skills or interest. E.g., a pet sitter/vet tech specializing in sitting elderly, infirm, and post-op animals, or a dog trainer who is a former teacher specializing in family dog training.

Service niches
•   Shorter classes/workshops. 4-week classes instead of 6 or 8 weeks. Shorter classes are easier for clients to fit into their schedule and, in a tough economy, a slightly smaller price tag lowers psychological barriers to purchase decisions. This is less about saving money and more about convenience and spreading out costs— research into event and workshop promotion shows customers as more likely to buy two shorter classes than one longer, even if the combined price of the two is higher.

•   Single-issue workshops. For the same reasons it can be lucrative to offer single-issue workshops (1-2 hours) on subjects like recall, nail clipping, or tricks— or on classes you want to drum up interest for, like Flyball or Freestyle.

•   Club Membership concept (trainers, daycare, boarding). Works in most areas, but is especially good in towns with a lot of tourists, part-time residents, and/or weekend visitors. The idea is the same as for gyms or activity centers. Dog owners pay a certain amount for an ongoing package. Payment can be monthly, seasonal, or annual, whatever makes most sense in a particular locale. Services could include socials or playgroups, open enrollment classes, private training sessions, lectures, a certain number of single-issue workshops, and so on—packaged in two or three simple levels.With a Club Membership-style business you don’t have to sell every new class or service all over again. The set-up also promotes the notion of activities for and with dogs as ongoing. As in, a dog training class isn’t something you do until your dog can sit and come when called, it is like golf or horse riding, an enjoyable pastime that you make room for in your life and would hate to miss.



•   Location specific. For example a pet shop and training center located in a busy, high-end shopping district of a quaint New England coastal town which draws big weekend and vacation crowds. Such a facility might offer drop-off training services for tourists, giving them a menu of behaviors their dogs can learn while they visit their favorite shops or hit the golf course.



•   Retainer service (pet sitters). Offering a retainer service to a select category of clients, for example frequent business travelers, guarantees the sitter a certain amount of steady income and the client priority service. Such clients might also be given first dibs on holidays when there is always a clamor for space. Naturally, not all clients can be given priority status, but having even a modest percentage of your clientele committed to such a service means less selling and more financial stability.



•   Day training (trainers). Day training is a system in which the trainer trains and proofs the dog and then teaches the client the skills and knowledge necessary for the maintenance of the training. The work is done in the client’s home, and follow-up sessions are usually included. Day training can be used for obedience and most behavioral modification situations. Think of it as board and train—without the boarding. This is a very successful niche for a growing number of trainers. If priced and carried out correctly, the end cost to the client is much the same as for one-on-one coaching, but the results are far better. Trainers get to do the work they love best—train dogs—and clients save time and get a dog with solidly proofed behaviors.






Chapter 14
GREAT CUSTOMER
SERVICE, WITHOUT
GIVING AWAY YOUR
FIRSTBORN
“If you are selling a service, you are selling a relationship.”
–Harry Beckwith, Selling The Invisible.
All service businesses sell intangibles. In particular, solutions to problems—and relationships. As with all relationships, first impressions (website and brochure language) or early performance (inquiry follow-up, for example) can mean the difference between gaining a loyal client, whose life-time value could be thousands of dollars, and being passed by. Consider the following:
•   Companies can boost profits 25–125% by retaining 5% more customers.



•   A 2% increase in customer retention has the same effect on profits as cutting costs by 10%.



•   Satisfied customers spread the word to four to five others. Dissatisfied customers tell nine to twelve others—and untold numbers on the Internet.

Making customers happy is good business. And yet, a survey of more than 362 companies showed that while 80% believed they delivered “superior experience,” their customers rated only 8% of them as delivering that “superior experience.” Other research supports this finding: A full two-thirds of customers do not feel valued by those serving them. (All figures: Bain & Company research for The Institute of Customer Service.)
Why the disconnect between what the service companies think they deliver and what customers experience? Because customers define great customer service, not companies. And the definition is based on the interplay between two variables—what we expect and what we actually get from a service provider.
An example: Person A raves to Person B about her doggie daycare. The receptionist is like an old friend; so warm and personable. The playgroup staff is experienced; there’s hardly ever a scuffle and the dogs get quiet time as well as playtime. The facility is modern and clean. Person A thinks the daycare is top-notch, so when Person B signs up his beloved Poodlekins, his expectations are high. But the good things he has heard have become his standard—delivering all this only earns the business an “okay” rating in his mind. And if Person B finds the receptionist surly one day or is billed the wrong amount, he will be all the more upset because he thought he was buying an above-average service.
Naturally, many other things influence people’s perceptions. Prior experiences, personal standards, etc. The point is that great service is a moving target. How, then, can any service provider hope to deliver it consistently? Fortunately, research provides some guidelines. But first, let’s dispense with two common misconceptions about customer service.
Two things great service is not
A matter of money
The Ritz-Carlton is famous for world-class service—but then so is many a neighborhood dry cleaner, car mechanic, or deli shop. In fact, the more personal the service, the higher the degree of customer loyalty, which favors small businesses over large, impersonal ones.
An accident
Three-person operation or staff of fifty, any business that consistently delivers great service has worked hard to develop an organizational culture that places the customer first. Service excellence begins with employee recruitment and training, and is advanced through communication and measurement of results.
What customers want
In his book, Delivering Quality Service, Leonard J Berry sums up what customers want based on a study by the Service Quality Institute at Texas A&M University:
1.   Reliability

2.   Responsiveness

3.   A feeling of being valued

4.   Empathy

5.   Competency

6.   Dealing with one person

Surprised? Most service providers assume competency is at top of the list. Why else would anyone buy from you? But for customers competency is a given. People have neither the time nor the prerequisite knowledge to ferret out the very best dog trainer or dog walker in the county. They will ask around, sure. They will look at testimonials and credentials. But testimonials can be faked and few dog owners know one professional organization or dog trainer school from another—just like you don’t know one massage therapy certification from another. You go by recommendations from friends or the look of a person’s website, and then judge the massage therapist by whether you like him or her, whether the treatment works, whether the atmosphere at the spa is relaxing, and so forth.
Competency is important. If it is missing, customers quickly wise up and take their business elsewhere. But it is not how they pick a service provider, because they don’t have the information necessary at that point. And it is not enough to make them stay. Brilliant but socially inept professionals are not sought-after; customers put a premium on affability.
What does this mean? In addition to working on being the very best in your field, don’t overlook the first four things on the list of what customers want.
Service basics
Nuts and bolts


•   Respond to phone calls and emails quickly, and always within 24 hours.

•   Create guidelines to ensure a friendly tone for phone and email.

•   Maintain a logical, easy-to-use website.

•   Give directions in person and online that get people to your facility easily.

•   Provide easy parking. (Or, if it is out of your hands, give detailed instructions about the options.)

•   Keep your facility clean and tidy-looking.

•   Train staff to represent your business well at all times. For example, walkers who treat the dogs well and are courteous to other trail users.

•   Send out professional-looking invoices, statements, etc. in the correct amounts.

•   Use technology wherever possible to improve your clients’ experience, for example by taking payment online through PayPal or credit cards, online class registration, etc.

Attitude
•   Take a client-centric approach in all things. The customer may not always be right, but she always comes first.

•   If you make promises, you must keep them. Don’t bend over backwards or let yourself be talked into making accommodations that hurt your image, time efficiency, or revenue, but be a consummate professional.

•   Never argue with the customer, however tempting it may be.

Hiring, training and policies
First, hire with customer service skills in mind. Perhaps anti-intuitively, you are better off with someone whose dog skills are very basic but whose customer service instincts or experience are strong, rather than the other way around. It is easier to teach an employee to read canine body language or train a “Wait at the door” than to install good customer service instincts.
Second, design a training program that fosters service excellence:
•   Identify primary points of customer contact.

•   Examine the goals you want to accomplish for your customers.

•   Determine the type of people skills needed to accomplish those goals.

•   Design a training program that provides your employees with these skills.

•   Provide ongoing support and continual education to improve your staff’s performance.

Third, give your employees clear guidelines to work from. Yes, people can be at fault, but problems in organizations are most often the fault of systems, not people. Put policies in place that cover all sticky situations—and then empower your employees to use their judgment to make exceptions. Again, the customer is not always right, but she is always the customer.
Finally, positive reinforcement works on people, too. Make a point to use it with your staff.
Personal connections
Powerful communication skills forge strong relationships. If you make an effort to listen better, speak more clearly, and polish your people skills (even the most gregarious of us can keep developing in this area), you strengthen your business in every conceivable way: reputation, results, income, referrals, you name it.
Listen better
•   Be ready to listen

•   Ask questions

•   Take notes

•   Restate

Speak more clearly
Doctors, attorneys, tech support people, engineers, and accountants are notorious for using jargon—and dog trainers are at serious risk of joining this group. Build up an arsenal of plain-speak explanations of difficult concepts like socialization, desensitization, and counterconditioning. Using the correct term once is fine; it shows you know your stuff. But if the client doesn’t understand what a concept is or why it’s important, she is much less likely to fully buy into the training program.
Polish your people skills
One way to build rapport with clients is to match their talking speed and energy level. Most people do this instinctively to some degree already. For example, match a simple vocabulary with simple answers. If the client throws big, scientific terms around, then you can too. If a client is all smiles and fast talk, turn up your own energy level a notch. Conversely, meet calm with calm.
Making a connection with an unhappy customer can be a challenge. The object is always to find something to agree on. To do that, first address the client’s primary emotion with an appropriate response.


•   Anger: show concern. This communicates that you take the client’s complaint seriously.

•   Panic: express a sense of urgency. This helps calm a panicked client—someone is now on the case.

•   Tiredness/confusion: sympathize. “Wow, you really had an awful day.”

•   Frustration: show empathy. “I completely understand. That treatment would have annoyed me, too.”

Get to know your customers
Beyond the service basics and strong communications skills, what can you do to better serve your clients? You can ask them.
Customer research doesn’t require a marketing firm. In fact, a personalized approach often gets a better response, and with a bit of effort and planning, you can get valuable information from your customers quickly and affordably. For your results to be useful, all you need is 10 to 20 key questions answered by 20 to 30% of your clients.
First define the goals of your research, then decide on language and method.
The goals of your research
An example could be: Identify clients’ perception of my service (and others like it). Is training/walking/daycare/boarding, etc. considered a luxury, a must, or somewhere in-between? If the latter, approximately where on the scale?
You don’t have to use the word “luxury,” of course, but don’t be afraid to ask direct questions. Better to know the truth. If your service is seen as dispensable, you can go to work on changing that perception.
What to ask and how
You want basic demographic information like age, gender, education, employment status, income level, location, as well as behavioral information like spending patterns, lifestyle, values, attitude, and interests. To make people feel comfortable about sharing their personal details, craft your survey to allow respondents complete anonymity. Ask for no information (job titles, for example) that could identify the client.
Make it easy for people to answer. Be brief—no more than two pages in total, so choose a few, critical questions. Use multiple choice format for the demographics part of the survey and save open-ended questions for exploring values, attitudes, and interests.
Method: Paper survey
Rather than mailing your survey and risk it never getting a second glance, hand it out in person or leave it after a walk, pet sit visit, training session, or class, or when dog owners pick up after a boarding stay or daycare visit. Make sure to stress how important the client’s participation is to you, and to mention that he or she will be anonymous. (If you do leave the survey at a client’s home, include a self-addressed stamped envelope to preserve that anonymity.)
Method: Online survey
Use SurveyMonkey or Google Docs to create a survey. The process is straightforward and very easy, even for the technically challenged. Both services are free at the volumes most dog pros would need. Once your survey is ready, send an email to your clients with the link or post it on your website.
Method: Phone survey
A more subjective approach, but one that can yield thorough answers to questions about value perceptions. Pick five or six long standing or enthusiastic clients with whom you feel comfortable talking at length. Arrange for half an hour’s phone time and ask their take on a series of topics that are important to you.
Service, the next level
Focus on building a community
Develop your opt-in email list as an effective, low-cost way to reach your customers. Make it your business to know about dog events, leash laws, and other area-specific issues and share them with your customers on your website or through posters or leaflets at your space. Host a free or low cost doggie event for the whole family. Write a personal letter thanking loyal customers for their business.
Keep at it
The day you are done developing your customer service is the day you are done in business. Until then, don’t wait for others to lead the way. Today’s extraordinary is tomorrow’s standard, so keep looking for areas where you can improve. Staff attitude? Technology? Facility cleanliness? Website usability?
Today’s extraordinary is tomorrow’s standard.
Never ignore a cluster
Have four people mentioned that your receptionist mumbles? Been confused by a service on your website? Misunderstood the instructions on a training handout? Grumbled about impossible parking? Then consider it a trend and figure out a way to solve the problem.
Empower your employees
Give them the authority to fix problems on the spot. Encourage them to think up service extras. They man the front lines every day—handling the dogs, dealing with the dog owners. Who better to suggest what would make your clients’ lives easier or more pleasant?
Ask questions
Don’t just ask for your clients’ feedback—try to anticipate their questions and desires. And keep an eye out for how others do things, both in your industry and in completely unrelated ones. What good ideas are dentists, lawyers, and kindergartens coming up with?
Ideas for service extras


•   A call to check in on a dog’s well-being after an important event like finishing the first week in daycare, the first week in a new walking pack, or a particularly challenging behavior modification session.

•   Doggie birthday cards.

•   Small gifts for the dogs. A new leash, a deeper water bowl, a Reiki doggie massage.

•   Small-denomination gift cards. Could be for a local, gourmet coffee shop or a bookstore. Another option, and a great opportunity for building mutually beneficial referral relationships, is to get gift cards for local pet supply stores or groomers.

•   Framed pictures of your clients’ dogs (if you are a decent photographer).

•   Client appreciation events. A costume party around Halloween or Easter, for example.

•   Class graduation certificates.

•   Photos and success stories on your website.

•   Client of the month recognition of some sort.

•   Report cards. Sitters and boarders can give out cards with information about what Fido did during his time apart from his parents, maybe with a picture or two. Walkers can provide daily or weekly walking notes and monthly report cards with highlights from the past month.

Resources
SurveyMonkey: www.surveymonkey.com
Google Docs: www.docs.google.com





Chapter 15
MAKING THE SALE:
CONVERSION
RATES AND SALES
STRATEGIES
At some point in the course of running a dog service business, many dog pros wonder if their client conversion rate is good enough. Is the number of potential clients (measured by email and phone inquiries) that turn into actual clients too low, about average, or high?
Analyzing conversion rates
Really, there is no such thing as a conversion rate average for any segment of the industry because too many variables come into play to allow meaningful data collection. But two factors can help someone assess whether his or her own conversion rate is good.
1.   How much time does it take to convert the sale?

2.   How much money is made from the conversion?

Percentages matter little by themselves. For example, a trainer might convert 25% of her inquiries, with each conversion taking 20 minutes and netting her $1,500 of income. Contrast that with a trainer converting 75% of potential clients, taking 30 minutes to do so and making $100 per conversion. The conversion rate in the latter example is impressive but means nothing in real terms. Or compare the second trainer with a dog walker who converts 25% of inquiries into long-term clients, possibly even the lifetime of the dog in question. The walker’s modest-looking conversion rate is actually very good.
When real-term conversion rates are bad, the three usual suspects are poorly targeted marketing, too-low service rates, and sales approach.
Poorly targeted marketing
If your marketing message is off or you are aiming it at the wrong audience, your conversion rate will be low.
How to fix it. Define your target audience—who are your ideal clients? Make sure your message appeals to those people, and then find ways to reach them.
Service rates
Rates form part of your marketing message. While you might think poor sales mean the rates are too high, the problem is far more likely the opposite. Low rates tend to bring lots of interest but little business. The dog service industry is not one where “cheap” is a good business model. For one thing, serious clients want the best for their dogs. For another, volume is not a viable option. You have a finite number of kennels, training appointments, or slots in your dog walking routine, and have to make the most income from a small number of sales.
How to fix it. Take a close look at your rates and those of your competitors and make sure you’re not unintentionally signalling that you are not the best or very good at what you do.
Sales approach
The third possible culprit of poor conversion rates is the sales approach—a common pain point for dog pros. “Dog lover” and “salesperson” just don’t seem to be attributes generally found in the same population, and no one relishes the possibility of rejection. Trainers seem to suffer this discomfort even more acutely than other groups within the dog service industry. This is understandable. Trainers sell a much less tangible service than other dog professionals, and often at a higher short term price.
How to fix it. First, script your pitch. Don’t leave the sales moment to chance; know what you will say and how. Include the central benefits as well as how your service works. Don’t wait to be asked—let people know what you will do and how it will help them. Second, practice. The more times you run through your script out loud while in the shower, driving the car, or cooking dinner, the more comfortably it will slip off your tongue. Once you have the basics down, think about how you will handle tricky questions, different types of personalities, etc.
Strategies for better sales
For anyone wanting to make more sales, the first step is a perspective change: It is not a job interview. Dog professionals often approach sales conversations as though they are interviewing for a position. This triggers all the anxieties associated with job seeking, chiefly performance pressure and the fear of rejection, emotions that make the sales experience nerve-wracking and tempt us to lower our rates, offer larger-than-required discounts, and otherwise send messages of unworthiness. Remember, you are a professional with a valuable skill and knowledge set.
If it turns out that your services are not the right match for the client, that’s okay. No service is right for everyone. Again, this is all about perspective. Don’t take it as a personal rejection. The client may be saying no for all sorts of legitimate reasons. A potential training client may not have understood the level of work and commitment involved and, now that he does, is making a wise decision to wait until he is ready to do it right. A potential walking client may not have the money needed for the minimum four-day-per-week commitment you ask and so will wait until she can afford it. In both cases, if you handle things well there is a decent chance you will get a call from them in the future.
Walkers, sitters, daycares, and boarding kennels: sales conversations
Empathize and reassure
Show potential clients you understand any concerns they have:
•   “You’re being sent to Hawaii on a work trip! What an amazing opportunity. Don’t you worry at all about Spot. We will make sure he has a great time and thoroughly enjoys himself while you’re away.”

•   “Yes, prey drive certainly is a worry for small dogs, but we have a dedicated small-dog group and our walkers are very well trained.”

Offer services and pre-empt cost discussions


•   “We would be very happy to board Fido while you are away. We’ll need to start with an evaluation of his temperament and sociability to make sure he’s completely comfortable staying with us and to figure out which playgroup he is best suited for. Our boarding rate is X per night. This includes the evaluation and our Welcome Package which has everything you’ll need to...”

•   Don’t wait to hear their response to your fees—just move right along; keep talking.

Make an appointment
•   “When would you like to bring Fido in for his evaluation?”

•   “Would you like to reserve the slot opening up in our small-dog group for Rover? His first day coming out with us would be…”

•   If the client declines or isn’t sure yet, let her off the hook: “This is a big decision, so take your time. I’ll check in with you in the next few days to see if you have additional questions, and feel free to call me as well.”

Trainers: Phone screening and selling the initial consult
Take control and set the tone
•   “What led you to call a trainer today?”

•   “What is your dog doing or not doing that is causing you concern?”

Interrupt stories to ask questions
Ask only for information you need to: A) decide whether to take the case, and B) prepare for the initial consult.
Empathize and reassure
Show the client you hear her:
•   “That must be terribly frustrating. I’m glad you called, as these sorts of issues can often be addressed very effectively (or whatever is appropriate and true).”

•   “Barking can be very stressful. Fortunately, it is also something that can be changed.”

Offer services and pre-empt cost discussions
•   “I would be very happy to help. We’ll need to start with an initial consult to allow us to get to the bottom of what’s happening, make a clear diagnosis, consider the options, and help you to decide how you’d like to proceed. The cost of the initial consult is X. This includes designing a training plan for you…”

•   Don’t wait to hear their response to your fees—just move right along; keep talking.

Make the appointment
•   “I have some availability next week (or two weeks out, whatever it might be). Would you like to schedule and get started?”

•   If the client declines or isn’t sure yet, let her off the hook: “This is a big decision, so take your time. I’ll check in with you in the next few days to see if you have additional questions, and feel free to call me as well.”

Set expectations for initial consult
Let the client know exactly what will and will not happen, and what’s expected of her. Include such things as:
•   You will need a quiet place to sit and talk.

•   You will want the whole family there and focused (if you do).

•   You may bring treats and offer them to the dog.

•   Anything you do or do not want her to do with the dog when you arrive (including whether you want her to act normal or intervene in some way, or whether you would prefer she allow the dog to do whatever he will).

•   What exactly you will accomplish (including training).

•   What you won’t be doing (including training).

Trainers: Initial consult and selling the training package
Take control and set the tone
•   After a brief greeting, suggest: “Shall we sit at the kitchen table and get started?”

•   Once seated, take control of the interview immediately by explaining what will take place (see “Establish expectations” on page 97).

•   Interrupt side stories or side topics gently to keep the interview on track. “Yes, Fido does sound like quite a character! So tell me, when he growled at the neighbor, can you think of anything she was doing that would have been different from other times Fido saw her in her yard?”

Establish expectations
As soon as you are seated, tell the client you are happy she called and look forward to helping her. Then explain what will happen during the consult (and what won’t). Include such things as:
•   Asking multiple questions to make sure you understand the behavior as well as their goals.

•   Sharing a prognosis—how much change may be possible.

•   Sharing training options and looking at each together to determine which would be most beneficial and suitable for her.

•   A couple of training or management tips to take the edge off a bit until training can be put underway.

Interview to assess
If you haven’t already explained this step, preface your interview protocol by saying something like, “I’m going to ask you a bunch of questions—the more information I have the more accurately I can assess what’s happening with Fido and what we’re going to do about it.”
Share assessment, prognosis
•   Explain what’s happening and, if important to the client, why.

•   Give her a sense of what can and can’t be accomplished through training.

•   Remember to offer empathy. “I’m so glad you called me in. It sounds like this situation has been terribly frustrating (upsetting, unsettling, irritating, etc.). The good news is that, given what you’ve shared with me today, this is something that can be addressed. Let me first walk you through why this is happening, then we’ll talk about what outcomes might look like.”

Offer service options
Explain the client’s options for training, including:
•   The broad strokes explanation of how training can address the issue (including an explanation of positive reinforcement vs. punishment, if necessary).

•   Your recommendation, your offer. “Again, I’m really glad you contacted a trainer; I think we can get you some solid relief and change. Given what’s been going on (how long, the severity, etc.), and given that your goals are (lay out the client’s goals in detail), we’ll need (timeframe—3 weeks, 8 sessions, etc.) to carry out a full training plan, which would be $X. Here’s what it would look like…”

•   Keep talking here—don’t pause to get the client’s reaction to the timeframe or the cost.

Scheduling and administration
•   Ask the client if she would like to schedule her first training session: “I have some space in my schedule at the end of next week. Would you like to get started?”

•   Take care of payment and contract paperwork.

Set expectations for the first training session
If the client has scheduled a training session, set expectations of and for her, including:
•   Anything you want her to do or not do between now and then.

•   Anything you want her to do or not do when you arrive.

•   Anything you will do when you arrive that you want to prepare her for.

When clients say no
A gracious response is best. When a prospect says she has to consult her spouse or think about it for a while, tell her she should. “Absolutely. This is a big commitment and I encourage you to think it through. If you have additional questions, please don’t hesitate to let me know. If and when the time feels right, I’ll be here to help.”
Never backtrack. Fight the temptation to lower your rate or change your schedule or anything else you think may cause a client to reconsider. Doing so sends a message of self-doubt and business desperation that actually makes you less attractive to potential clients. A strong, confident, gracious answer leaves the door open and your professionalism intact.





Chapter 16
THE PRINCIPLES OF
GREAT CLASS DESIGN
The best classes focus on human decision making, not dog performance, and the curriculum is designed with this in mind. Class teachers concerned with whether every dog in a class can do a five-minute Down-stay by the end of the course are missing the point: What a dog can and cannot do in the classroom is not important—he doesn’t live in the classroom.
What every class teacher wants—for the sake of her clients and her business—is for the learning and the results to manifest outside the classroom. In other words, clients must learn to make decisions in real life situations that will help them to a successful outcome with their dog in a particular moment.
Real-life success, not classroom performance
With a curriculum that focuses on the aforementioned five-minute Down-stay in the classroom, that is precisely what the client gets (if, that is, she is very successful): A dog able to do a five-minute Down-stay in the classroom. That isn’t very useful. By contrast, if the client learns what motivates and distracts her dog, and how to accurately read a situation, she will be able to make decisions that set her dog up for success out in the world.
Say a client walks with her dog to a nearby café on a Sunday morning to get a bagel. She wants to eat her bagel on the café patio in the sunshine. A client taught decision making would look around for potential distractions and challenges for her dog in this environment. She would then decide: A) whether it is realistic for her to sit and enjoy the sunshine; and B) if she thinks it is, where she should sit, what she needs to watch out for, and what she is asking her dog to do. Is it reasonable to ask her dog for a Down-stay or will she accept a Sit? She would also decide what she is going to reinforce the dog for and at which frequency, what it is reasonable for her to expect from her dog if a distraction enters the environment, and how she will react. Are there circumstances under which she will get up and leave—that is, before a problem arises or she asks too much of her dog?
Rather than insisting on a five-minute Down-stay at the café, this client is making a realistic assessment of what her dog can do in a specific environment so her dog can be reinforced for that. She has learned to assess her dog’s level and work within it so she can expand it, rather than constantly insisting her dog perform an arbitrarily determined behavior based on what was done in class.
To be able to do this, our client had to learn the following: Situational awareness, real-life problem solving, and to work at her dog’s level (which is essentially criteria setting).
To teach clients these skills, all curriculum design should be based on two precepts:
•   Contextual learning. Meaning, don’t teach behavior just to teach behavior. Every classroom exercise should be built around a real-life purpose; no more behaviors taught in a vacuum.

•   A focus on teaching clients real-world decision making and problem solving. If a client cannot apply what she is learning in class to her life outside the classroom, the class has failed her. From a business perspective, so has the trainer or manager giving the class: When learning has no impact out in the world, people often fail to finish the full course, and far fewer come back for another.

(Don’t be fooled by glowing evaluations. Clients may personally like the class teacher and enjoy the class experience itself, but if they don’t see changes where it counts—at home—they are much less likely to come back.)
Process, or fade the prompt…
Whole books could be written about the process of teaching this type of class. Briefly, here are two keys to success:
A scaffolded approach
A good dog training analogy for scaffolding is fading the prompt. Initially the teacher tells the clients what to do. As they pick up the foundational learning, the teacher begins to create opportunities for them to apply their knowledge to new situations, keeping it simple and easy at first. Say the clients have just learned how to use a lure to teach their dogs to sit. The teacher might then ask them to consider how they would apply the same technique to train Down.
Or imagine the teacher has explained the principle of “nothing for free.” Instead of giving the clients every example she herself can think of, the teacher gives only a couple and then asks the clients to find examples from their own lives.
Gradually, the challenges become larger and more complex, and in the process become increasingly entwined with real-life situations until eventually, the teacher might place the clients in an actual or pretend café and ask them to make the decisions faced by the woman in our opening example. By the end of class, the teacher should not have to tell a client whose dog is easily distracted by other dogs where to sit in this café scenario to create the distance that will allow her dog to be successful. At that point the teacher has faded the prompt and the client is able to do it herself. Failing to fade the prompt greatly decreases the likelihood the client will make good decisions out in the world.
Less is more
Introduce fewer commands (behaviors, cues) and instead leave more time to practice and to apply the chosen commands to real-life scenarios. It is far better for the client to have a small number of heavily proofed commands than an arsenal of commands that barely work or fall apart at the least distraction. What often happens in classes taught this way is that clients begin to favor universal cues. They choose one or two commands to which their dog responds reliably and use them for nearly everything, which in turn further proofs and strengthens those commands.
One client’s universal cue might become “Watch.” He might use “Watch” to stop his dog from picking trash off the ground or to distract his dog from another dog walking by. Another client, however, might use “Leave It” for the exact same circumstances.
Returning to the café, these clients would each handle the challenges of the situation differently. One might ask her dog for a Down-stay because her dog can successfully do that. Another asks for a Sit-stay because he feels that is what his dog can be successful at. Everyone encounters similar challenges: Food sitting on tables, dogs walking by, people approaching to pet the dog, etc. Again, one client might respond to all this by asking her dog for a Watch, while another would use Leave it. One client might decide not to say anything and instead reward his dog for not getting up.
The point is that every client makes his or her own decisions and use whichever cue is strongest for them—and all are equally successful.
Selling your classes
Once you have designed your classes for client and business success, make sure you market them with the greatest possible impact.
Use sexy titles
Everyone offers Basic Manners and Puppy Kindergarten. Set your classes apart with creative, descriptive names that differentiate you and generate interest. For example, instead of Basic, why not The Well-Mannered Dog or Dog Manners 101. And if your area is full of Puppy I and II classes try Puppy’s First Class and Taming Your Adolescent Beast. If you list your classes on your website (and why on earth wouldn’t you?), work in the standard-issue titles, too: The Well-Mannered Dog—a basic manners class. That way, you still show up in the search engines if people type in phrases like “basic dog training in [your town].”
Stress the customer benefits
Most class descriptions are little more than a list of behaviors. But the majority of dog owners are happy once their dog masters a modest approximation of Sit, Down, Come, and loose-leash walking. Instead, tempt them with results that appeal to your particular audience, the answer to “what’s in it for me?” E.g.: Would you like to enjoy a quiet morning bagel at your favorite café while your dog lies peacefully at your feet? Or: Never again shout yourself hoarse at the dog park—get bulletproof recall. Or: Strolling with your dog should be relaxed and enjoyable—free of jumping, pulling, and barking. Take our class and learn how.
Have a reminder system
Give people time to consider signing up for the next class before they finish the current one. Remind students at the end of the second-to-last session that they graduate next week. Describe the benefits of the class you recommend they take next and let them know there will be a discount for signing up at graduation. That way, they might come with checkbooks at the ready.
Market, market, market
Marketing your classes does not have to be stressful, uncomfortable, or expensive. But it does have to be done. As was discussed in Chapter 4, gone are the days where you could fill classes by hanging a few flyers around town and leaving a stack of business cards on the vet’s counter. You have to get creative and you have to keep at it. Use your website, Craigslist, social media sites, postcards, invoices, your newsletter, recommend-a-friend discounts, and anything else you can think up.





Chapter 17
CREATIVE WAYS TO
USE YOUR FACILITY
Don’t let your facility gather dust outside your regular business hours—or fail to make the most of it when it’s in use. Boost your income, word-of-mouth marketing, PR efforts, and networking through a variety of activities. Parties and event hosting, for example, are a profitable side-business for many daycares and boarding facilities. Also, many kinds of partnerships, whether with organizations, community groups, or other dog service pros, are beneficial both financially and professionally. Here are some ideas.
Fun events for dog owners (and dogs)
Doggie birthday parties
You can limit yourself to renting out your space staffed by one or more of your employees (without staff to supervise the event, you might run into liability issues), or you can offer fully catered events with decorative themes for people to choose from. The trimmings might include plates, napkins, party hats and bandannas, garlands, a birthday “cake,” doggie soundtracks, and party favors such as small cellophane bags with doggie biscuits inside. Both the bags and the biscuits could be branded with your logo.
Doggie game nights
Many classic party games can be adapted for people-and-dog teams (Fido Says and Sit/Stay Musical Chairs, for example) and many new games have been invented (like My Dog Can Do That and Pass The Bone relays with obedience tasks). For inspiration, check out Terry Ryan’s DVD of doggie games, Games People Play to Train Their Dogs.
Obviously such games can also form part of a doggie birthday activity list.
Doggie costume parties
These can be linked to a season: Halloween, Christmas, Easter, Summer Ice Cream Social, etc. Or to a specific theme: Pirates of the Caribbean, Zoo Night, Small-Dog Gala, etc. Doggie costume parties are a great excuse to get clients together and invite potential new ones. Few doggie parents can resist dressing up their dogs once in a while and taking pictures to send to friends.
These types of parties are also a way to meet other dog-interested people. More and more groups of dog fans are finding one another on the Internet, and then getting together for dog-related socializing (so-called Pet Meet-ups) at rented facilities. Pug-O-Ramas, for example, or Chi-loween Parties for Chihuahua fanciers. Some meet-ups are breed-related, some are size-related. Why not make your facility available for events like that?
If you host any kind of costume party, don’t forget to invite the local press—even if there isn’t much of a story angle. Cute-looking dogs are often enough of a draw. Local TV stations will sometimes come to tape a short filler segment for their evening program and newspapers can always use fun photos of local events. Maybe nobody bites, but if they do, it is great PR for your business.
Renting to other professionals or community groups


•   A trainer, for teaching evening classes and workshops or as a place to conduct private consults.

•   A daycare operation, if you use your facility for evening and weekend training classes.

•   A groomer, if your facility has an area that lends itself to it. As well as bringing new potential clients into your facility, this also adds value for your clients who can get their dogs groomed while being boarded or attending daycare.

•   A dog photographer, for portraits. Many photographers will agree to a set number of days (usually 3 or 4) during a year where they will be available for portrait shots. They will try to fill the slots themselves, and you can offer them to your clients.

•   A dog massage therapist, if your facility has a quiet area.

•   Dog park groups or other community groups, for fundraisers or other events where members would like to bring their dogs.

•   Local dog sport groups, like Flyball or Rally clubs.

•   Canine Good Citizen evaluation events.

Other options
Networking
An option that won’t bring rental income but may lead to other opportunities is to start or join a group of your peers, like a trainer discussion group or dog lovers’ book club.
You could also lend your facility free for a night to dog charities or rescue groups you want to support. Hosting a rescue group fundraiser is a good deed and good PR.
Indoor dog park
If you live in an area with inclement weather or intense leash laws, why not turn your facility into an indoor dog park during non-business hours? Or simply host a regular doggie social hour—every Wednesday night at 7pm, say. You can provide snacks and drinks to make it a proper outing for everyone. Some do this on a membership basis (see Chapter 13), others as a drop-in service.
About dogs, not with them
How about hosting workshops for dog-related activities that don’t include dogs? For example: lectures, First Aid classes, dog toy-making, biscuit-making, or advanced Kong stuffing.
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Chapter 18
PLAN FOR RAINY DAYS
Running a business means having to deal with slowdowns. They are inevitable from time to time, whether on a national or global scale or within an industry segment. No magic formula is going to send the sales curve on a steep, unbroken upward climb, come what may. But some businesses ride out hard times much better than others, emerging on the other side of a slump virtually unscathed and sometimes stronger than before. To improve your chances of being among those businesses, take the following steps:
Read the terrain
Good times or bad, it is sound business housekeeping to stop, breathe, and assess your situation at least once per quarter. How much money has each of your services generated? How does that compare to the previous quarter and the same quarter last year? Are there significant changes? If so, why? Has a competitor opened up a lead—or lost it? Does a service need to be sold or packaged differently? Are there new patterns in client behavior or preference? And so on.
The same habit can help you spot economic downturns well ahead. The whys and hows may be beyond mere mortals, but recessions do not happen overnight. People with PhDs in economics monitor a dizzying number of indicators, meaning you can skip the subscription to The Wall Street Journal, unless you really want it, and just watch headlines, listen to your clients, and look out for trends like rising unemployment in your area.
Another fact of life in the pet service industry is recurring seasonal slowdowns. They differ from one industry segment to another, from one locale to another. Typically, training businesses slow down around holidays and during the summer. Pet sitters and boarding kennels often see a decrease in business throughout the winter season, with the notable exception of the year-end holidays.
One less anxiety-inducing way to look at this is to think of the factors that affect your business—seasonal fluctuations and the economy overall—as pre-school kids. They catch colds and rashes and occasionally something longer lasting. But that is life, and with a flexible plan in place, the ordeal will be less disruptive and scary.
Be more squirrel-like
Budgeting for slow times is key to survival. Putting a portion of your income from good months aside for the meager months that will come sooner or later gives you a cushion. And having a cushion allows you to stay with big-picture thinking when things begin to tighten. Make regular deposits, not to a savings account but to an account earmarked “slow-time tide-over.” A savings account is an emotional thing, tied to our pride and sense of security and responsibility. Depleting it can feel like an admission of failure. A slow time fund, on the other hand, is evidence of smart planning. It is there because you thought ahead.
Don’t wait for the bell
Market preemptively and make contingency plans. Do not wait until a slump arrives before you think about drumming up business. Start ramping up marketing efforts at least two, preferably three months before a seasonal slowdown or expected economic downturn. Fewer people may call you during slow periods, but the numbers even out if you are reaching more people overall. 
Seasonal slumps
A dog trainer, for example, should begin to plan for the holiday downtrend in October, figuring out the right messages and deciding on channels, like the website home page, cards to hand out after each class or private training session, a printed or emailed newsletter, and an article for a local paper about a classic holiday-related dog predicament. By the time November rolls around, a mini campaign around a targeted message is ready: “Fancy a smooth holiday season this year? Get your dog trained in your own home before those big gatherings with friends and family.”
Another option is to create services around clients’ seasonal needs. How about a Holiday Manners Class? You might cover counter surfing prevention, Holiday Party strategies, doorway manners (for when the doorbell chimes ten times an hour), go to your bed during mealtimes, etc. Trainers could also market doggie social hours or indoor sports classes to get the whole family out of the house in the dead of winter, leveraging the fact that dogs tend to get unruly during the coldest months because of too little exercise. “Do you and your dog have cabin fever?” During the summer, trainers can run shorter classes and one-off workshops to give people a better chance of fitting a class in between vacations, road trips, and so on.
Dog walkers can create a program of indoor activities as a winter contingency. On days when it is too cold to hike outside, clients know their dogs will play tug games and hide-and-seek, have a potty break, and be left with a treat puzzle to keep them occupied for hours.
The point is, do not accept seasonal slumps as inevitable. Use your knowledge of your clients to identify a need and set about filling it in creative ways. 
Don’t accept seasonal slumps as inevitable.
If diligent marketing and service innovation fail, it is time to diversify. Pet sitters, for example, cannot sell their services, however much they goose them up, when people stay at home. For such circumstances, the answer could be to add services. Pet sitters might add dog walking or mobile grooming. Boarding kennels might add daycare or training. If you are not trained to offer these services yourself, consider partnering with another person or company. Hire a daycare manager, or team up with a trainer who would like to use your space for classes.
Economic slumps
To tackle recessions, you need a preparedness plan, as though you lived in hurricane or earthquake country. One of those plans you hope you will never need, but knowing it is there makes you feel better. The plan should consist of a number of action points to be carried out one by one if it looks like lean times are imminent. Something like: 


•   Week 1: Touch base with vet offices. 

•   Week 2: Send out coupons to existing and recent clients to solicit referrals. 

•   Week 3: Research and get involved with two existing community events in the next two months. Etc.

The plan should have immediate action items as well as an additional marketing project with a longer scope, such as starting a newsletter service or hosting a community event. And touching base with community contacts (vets, shelters and rescue groups, complementary dog service and retail businesses, dog-friendly cafés, local dog bloggers, etc.) should be a core part of the plan.
Breathe
During quiet times, focus on both business and personal growth. Refresh your business by revisiting policies, revamping the website, or upgrading the computer systems, and carry out your marketing action plan methodically. Refresh yourself by taking some time for personal goals. Read a book, take a cooking class, whatever nurtures you and charges your batteries. The slow times might not last long, so look at it as a short, planned rest period and make the most of it.
Evaluate
When your business is humming along again, take some time to assess your “tough time response plan.” Had you set aside sufficient funds or were you forced to dip into personal savings? What parts of your plan worked? Which marketing efforts yielded clients, which did not, and how quickly? Make adjustments to your plan for next time based on what you learn. 
Likelihood is, there will be a next time. Three years from now, or five, or maybe eight. One of the few clear lessons from the past forty years of economic history is that peaks and valleys are inevitable. But it is just as certain that downslopes can be evened out and that they do not have to be detrimental—to you or your business. On the contrary.





Chapter 19
5 SMART MOVES IN
BAD TIMES
Much has been said and written in the last few years about recessions, and about business survival under such circumstances. Everyone agrees there is no magic formula—the world changes too quickly for that now. But to an extent, people are predictable, regardless of the specifics of an economic crisis. Here is what typically happens during slowdowns:
•   People spend less vigorously. Meaning they apply more scrutiny to purchases than before. They take more time searching for the right product or service. They negotiate more. They are especially reluctant to make big or risky purchases.

•   People focus on maintenance, not expansion. The small business owner who wouldn’t normally hesitate to buy a new delivery van or upgrade her software decides it would be better to wait. The homeowner who has been thinking about replacing the garage door decides to live with driveway parking for a while longer and try to fix the problem himself. What was routine spending is postponed or redefined as nonessential.

•   People watch the signs and wait. With the press full of scary statistics and grim economic projections, even people with stable businesses or in secure employment begin to question their situation. How long will this last? How much will it affect my savings? How cautious should I be?

The take-away message is that people still spend money in a downturn (the banks process trillions of dollars every day), but they become more careful and they re-categorize some purchases from routine to luxury. Fortunately for dog service businesses, their client base has long viewed dogs as part of the family, which puts most dogrelated spending squarely in the necessity box, not the luxury box. A dog owner might hold back on buying a fancy new leash, and she might spread the grooming appointments a little further apart. But she won’t take her dog out of daycare or neglect to sign her puppy up for a class.
With all this in mind, here are the five things we recommend dog service businesses do when times get tough:
Keep marketing
Words uttered and repeated by every business magazine in circulation—and not because the editors have shares in design agencies. Marketing ROI is hard to track and the marketing budget is optional, unlike rent, car payments, and employee paychecks. What better way to save money than by axing marketing expenditure? But a downturn is the worst possible time to stop promoting your business. It is the equivalent of eating the seed corn. Even if you have seen no slowdown in business, why be complacent? Long-term growth requires marketing, too.
You don’t have to spend a bundle, either. (See Chapter 4.) One option is to volunteer your expertise in some way. Perhaps there are local dog- or family-related events you can participate in, say, by giving a free half-hour nail clipping seminar or a Rally demonstration or a Q&A session. You will be contributing to the community and doing something good for your business at the same time. Another low-cost option is to write a newsletter, which you can post on your website and email to existing clients. Informative, entertaining newsletters are often forwarded again and again.
Cut expenses, not prices
Downturns are a good time to put non-essential spending on hold and examine your business for wasteful practices. If you have been nonchalant about scheduling in the past, take steps to remedy that. Driving across town on three separate occasions rather than once is not an efficient use of your time and costs more in fuel. Allowing owners to pick dogs up late from daycare without a reasonable charge is not sustainable in the long run.
Lowering rates, though tempting, is not the solution to leaner times. For one thing, price-cutting and discounting sets a dangerous precedence. If you can sell your training skills for much less in March, why not in June? Why not always? For another, lower prices erode brand value. Charging substantially less than the competition may lead people to conclude your services are inferior in quality.
Make more from existing services, clients and partners
Here are four effective strategies:
1.   If you try to out-service your competition, you may be giving away freebies you should be charging for. A bit of advice, for example, that turns into a half-hour consultation. Unlimited email or phone follow-up, all-hours phone support, that sort of thing. Phase freebies out by creating policies that cover problematic situations and by crafting great, polite “deflection” language to have ready when needed.

2.   Re-evaluate your pricing. Scary as it is to consider raising prices in a bad economic climate, if you have neglected doing it for a long time and find yourself making less than others for the same work, it is necessary. Give your clients plenty of notice. Don’t apologize or cite “bad times” as your reason for increasing rates, simply explain that others in your industry charge more and it is time for you to follow suit. Remember, every business has to raise prices occasionally. Your dentist does it, so does your accountant.

3.   Build relationships with dog professionals who offer complementary services and agree to refer to one another. Make sure only to work with people you trust not to compromise your standards.

4.   Consider offering existing clients a referral fee—say, 15% off their next dog training class or a free walk or day at daycare if they refer someone to you who becomes a client. The amount you miss out on is well spent on the chance to convert someone into a long-term client.

Be flexible
Demand for dog professionals will not disappear, not with 74.8 million pet dogs in American households. High energy dogs need walks and daycare; puppies need house training; leash reactive dogs need behavior modification plans; dogs with traveling parents need safe care. The demand remains. But the way in which the demand is met may change. Stay open to this. Find niches and different ways to market your existing services. Come up with services that meet new demands, such as topic-specific training workshops (recall, for example). Be ready to change the way you package your services—sitters and boarding kennels might offer a retainer service to clients who travel on short notice. (See Chapter 13 for more ideas.)
Should you share?

Is it a good idea to share your company’s outlook, good or bad, with employees? Openness is not without risks. Tidings of financial woes can increase anxiety levels, some employees might begin sending out resumes—to competitors—and there’s always the chance of starting potentially self-fulfilling rumors of ruin. But a head-in-the-sand approach carries its own hazards, including losing the trust of your staff along with their confidence that you know what’s going on and are proactively meeting any challenges.

We recommend honesty. In times of crisis, people need to feel like warriors, not victims, and people who feel part of a team are much more likely to show patience and resilience in the face of cutbacks. Whether you tell all or keep the actual numbers to yourself, a sensitive delivery is crucial. As often as possible, make your employees part of any changes. Set goals together based on the new economic reality. Encourage ideas for efficiencies and inexpensive marketing. Have regular update meetings with a positive, action-oriented agenda.

Look ahead
When every day brings a fresh torrent of bad news—unemployment, foreclosures, bankruptcy filings, dire predictions—filling downtime with hands-on tasks like cleaning the office or touching up paint on the dog walking vans holds a certain allure. Naturally, maintenance work has to be done, but don’t let it become an avoidance behavior. That fear impacts decision making is an irrefutable fact of behavioral science. Move through it by focusing on things you can do to improve and grow your business with small steps and a modest budget. There is great relief in action.
Downturns, even extra tough ones, do eventually end. Use the discipline you develop to strengthen your business going forward. Really, you should always run your business as though the economy is down.





Chapter 20
DON’T QUIT,
RETHINK
Possibly the best piece of advice we can leave you with is to rethink your business when things get tough, rather than give up on it. In many years of consulting with dog service businesses, the most stubborn misconception we come up against is that the road to success is supposed to be a straight line. That if your initial ideas and investments don’t work you are somehow not cut out for business. That there is a secret sauce and nobody gave you the recipe.
Nothing could be further from the truth. All businesses fail many times in little and big ways. Products and services are discontinued, niches abandoned, names changed, staff replaced, logos revamped, tasks outsourced. Whole businesses are shut down, only to reopen to new and better days.
In any endeavor, some things inevitably go wrong along the way. This does not spell doom for your entrepreneurial dreams unless you want it to. If, on the other hand, you want to run a profitable business for the long haul you must get in the habit of rethinking your situation. And you must do so continually; not just when the phone is not ringing.
Take dogTEC, for example.
When the company opened its doors almost a decade ago, it actually had doors. Those doors opened into a spacious facility in a green spot off a freeway. The interior was painted in dogTEC colors, there was a large lecture and activity room, an office with several desks, a kitchen, even a reception area. As the name suggests (TEC stands for “training education center”), the core business was continuing education for dog professionals. Business support was a side income, in the beginning mostly limited to helping dog businesses file legal paperwork and managing visual identity projects from inception to delivery: logos, brochures, websites, and so on.
Zoom forward to the present and the picture is very different. In fact, only the client base has remained unchanged—R+ dog service businesses. The facility is history because we wanted the flexibility to put on workshops anywhere in the country; we now rent workshop space where and when we need it, or we partner with dog trainer schools or professional associations and use their space. We still teach technical education courses like the Dog Walking Academy and the Curriculum Design workshop, but the bulk of our seminars are on business development and marketing, not training methodology. We still work closely with a stable of gifted graphic designers, Web developers, and writers, but our role now is to match the right person with our client, not manage the project. We no longer file legal paperwork. Instead we spend our days consulting one-on-one about anything from what rates to charge and how to package services to employee training, commercial lease agreements, and social media strategy.
The dogTEC of today bears little resemblance to the dogTEC of yesteryear, and the company will continue to evolve to suit the needs of its customers. The point is this: While some of these transitions were smooth, with one service organically developing into another, others were anything but. Time and money was lost along the way; pride was dented. And numerous times it would have been easier to shred the business plan than to rewrite it yet again.
It is scary, spending all your time building a business, being responsible for rent and bills and salaries, only to realize not enough people are buying what you are selling. It raises questions that have no easy answers. Is it the marketing? The service itself? Unfortunate circumstances outside your control, like an economic downturn?
It is scary, yes, but also exhilarating. Because you are in charge. You are the chef in this particular kitchen. And we are here to tell you what we have seen time and again: That the difference between a profitable business and a shuttered one more often than not is the mind-set of the person in charge. We are not advocating blind optimism, but rather deliberate flexibility. Choosing to see obstacles as opportunities and setbacks as temporary takes practice and ongoing commitment. But it pays off.
As Harvard Professor of Economics David Landes puts it in his book The Wealth and Poverty of Nations:
In this world, the optimists have it, not because they are always right, but because they are positive. Even when they are wrong they are positive, and that is the way of achievement, correction, improvement, and success. Educated, eyeopen optimism pays.
Plot your way to success by paying careful attention to the world around you and adapting to changing conditions. Where are the opportunities? How is the world changing for your clients? What services can you create that would make your clients’ lives easier or better in some way? Can your existing services be tweaked to fill a new need? Where can you improve, simplify, innovate, and add value? And don’t forget to ask yourself what you most enjoy doing. Don’t hesitate to discontinue services that you dread offering.
Embrace uncertainty. It will be your constant partner in business, whether you want it or not. Why not expect it, look for it, revel in it? The odds of your business being around ten years from now will grow exponentially if you do—as will the likelihood that you will still be enjoying it.





Chapter 21
A FINAL WORD
Maybe you don’t cherish the thought of working on the development and marketing side of your business. Maybe you dread it. Like millions of small business owners you set up shop because you love what your business is about, in this case dogs, not salesmanship or promotion. But for you to keep working with those captivating canines, your business has to enable you to pay the mortgage and put your kids through college. That won’t happen if nobody knows about you. And the days when getting a logo and placing an ad in the local Yellow Pages constituted a marketing plan are long gone.
That is the bad news. You have to work on your business, not just in your business. The willingness to invest a sizeable chunk of time and at least some money on marketing is the single greatest predictor of success in this industry.
The good news is that it is very likely you will come to enjoy this work. We see it happen time and again. Clients who at first have to be coaxed into planning and executing even the most modest marketing project find themselves absorbing information, gradually getting a handle on things, seeing results, and… having fun. Before you know it, these formerly reluctant marketers are generating ideas left, right, and center. They use Google Analytics and write a newsletter. They get themselves on the radio. They invent classes. What was a chore has become a fascinating and welcome part of the workday.
You have to work on your business, not just in your business.
Mastering skills in a new field, especially a field you previously found confusing or off-putting, is tremendously empowering. It is also rather addictive. So don’t be surprised if you come to treasure the time you spend brainstorming and tweaking your business.
We certainly won’t be.
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