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The number one marketing mistake is failing to differentiate your product or service from competitors. 
Lack of differentiation leads to consumers focusing simply on price. They end up lumping all competitive 
products together in the belief that the products are all the same. 

Most businesses will say their products are indeed differentiated. But what do consumers say? That is 
what counts.  

Here are a few scenarios where the business believes they have differentiation, but in fact they    
do not: 

�� Differentiation claims without true differences.                            
How many times have you heard someone proclaim 
that they have the “best burgers in town” or 
“superior customer service”? Most often, 
these claims aren’t supported in reality. 

�� Differentiation on unimportant features.     
In some cases, the product or service is          
different than competitors, but not in a way    
that impresses consumers. Little differences on 
something important are much more compelling 
than big differences on something consumers don’t 
care about. 

�� Communicating differentiation that varies from reality.                                                           
This occurs very often and stems from companies not being in tune with how consumers view   
their product or service. A real estate agent might think their point of difference is their experience 
and knowledge of the market when in fact their clients choose them because of their community 
involvement.  

Solution: Develop a Unique Selling Proposition 

In the mind of the consumer, subtlety doesn’t work. What the mind looks for is stark contrast. Therefore, 
the task of the marketer is to set the product or service up as different in some important way. Concepts 
like “Competitive Advantage” and “Value Proposition” focus on being better, not different. The problem 
with “better” is that it doesn’t create enough contrast. To be truly successful, an important difference  
needs to stand out in the consumer’s mind. Google,  Apple, Target, and Trader Joe’s are all different in an 
important way. That difference happens to translate to being “better,” but it is the difference that attracts 
consumers. 

To differentiate a product or service, marketers should focus on developing a Unique Selling Proposition. 
That statement (and philosophy) must include the word “only” to have real power.  
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Marketing is the one discipline where it’s common for business owners to develop an emotional attachment 
to specific tactics. For some, it’s a positive association with advertising based on prior success or dreams of 
compliments on the street from neighbors and peers. For others, it’s the excitement of some cutting edge 
technique like blogging or viral videos. 

In other disciplines that’s simply not how it is done. If I wanted to build a manufacturing plant, I wouldn’t 
start with tactics like ‘just in time inventory’ or ‘total quality.’ Those could be very helpful in operations, 
and it would be wise to consider how to incorporate the advantages of those principles, but it would not     
be where to start. First, I would need to determine what I was manufacturing, the cost I would need it       
delivered, where the product would be distributed, and other objectives. After I felt comfortable with the 
manufacturing strategy, I would then begin to employ tactics. 

Too often in marketing the tactics come before the strategy. Business owners can recite “what” they’re    
going to do without any understanding of the “why.” This can lead to either the wrong tactics or an          
unwritten strategy that is misguided.  

Here are just a few of the examples I’ve seen over the years: 

�� The CEO who says he really wants to increase sales among      
existing customers, yet spends all his marketing dollars         
on awareness-building tactics. 

�� A plan that is heavily weighted toward public         
relations, while the sales force is starved for leads 
to pursue. 

�� An unintentional focus on promoting low margin 
products, while providing little marketing support 
to higher margin, differentiated products. 

Solution: Develop a Marketing Strategy & Plan 

A written set of marketing strategies will ensure focus 
— everyone can work toward the same finish line.  
Once it’s determined where the business needs to go, 
there are a  myriad of ways to get there. The Marketing 
Plan is one path and can be adjusted as feedback is   
obtained. 
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Have you heard the phrase “it’s like arranging deck chairs on the Titanic”? It’s often used to describe a 
noble effort that is fruitless in the end.  

While their marketing boat may not exactly be sinking, many marketers are spending time and effort     
arranging deck chairs instead of focusing on tactics that will make a larger impact on their business.   
Shifting focus to the right tactics could mean the difference between taking on more water and averting 
disaster. 

Typically there are two reasons the focus could be on the wrong tactics.  

First: a lack of connection to the overall marketing or business strategy. Marketing tactics developed in 
isolation, whether by an agency or by an internal employee, often end up being great ideas focused on the 
wrong problem.  

Second: a lack of vision for the marketer. Many marketers just don’t have the breadth of marketing       
experience across various marketing functions to determine the correct tactics for the business. 

Here are a few of the examples I’ve seen over the years: 

�� A business-to-business service provider spends most of their marketing budget on press releases 
when they have no name recognition and tiny market share. When the focus was changed to lead 
development, potential revenue in the sales pipeline increased dramatically. 

�� A management team focusing on getting mentions in online blogs for their new consumer product 
while their sales suffered from an ineffective pricing strategy. 

�� An online travel company developing ways to drive traffic to their website, but failing to develop 
promotions that matched what their competitors were offering. 

Solution: Elevate the Marketing Function to the 
Highest Level 

The marketing function needs to be elevated high 
enough in the organization to see more than just the 
deck. If the key person responsible for marketing 
only sees a deck of messy chairs, that’s what they’ll 
fix. If they can see the orientation of the ship, they’ll         
redirect resources to handle the critical tasks that 
keep the ship from taking on more water. The person 
leading marketing must have the vision to look more 
broadly at the situation and/or business needs. 
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“I wish I’d bought Qualcomm stock in 1999, but I thought it was too expensive...and now it’s quadrupled 
in price since then.” How many times have you heard a similar statement from a wistful investor? They 
recognize after the fact that they missed out on a golden investment opportunity. Interestingly, you rarely 
hear a business executive say something to the effect of “I wish I 
had sent some direct mail out last week but I thought it was too 
expensive...now there are people looking to buy and they’re going 
to my competitor instead.” 

The reason you don’t hear sentiments like these is we tend to 
look at marketing as an expense rather than an investment.   
Expenses are meant to be managed to a minimum. Keep the 
office supply expense down, don’t let health care expenses  
get out of hand, etc. Investments are made to the extent 
we can afford them and believe we’ll see a certain 
level of return. The expense mentality causes the 
decision-maker to minimize while the investment 
mentality leads to optimizing. 

Here are a few factors to consider: 

�� What is the correct level of marketing    
spending? Investment in marketing should    
vary with your product margins, competitiveness 
of your industry, ability to reach your audience, and a 
host of other factors. Benchmarking studies put average 
marketing spending at 3-10% for small businesses, with marketing to business on 
the lower end of the range and consumer marketing on the higher end. 

�� A Google search on “marketing ROI” returns 1.1 million results, yet the measurement is very    
elusive. 

�� There are certain “fixed” marketing investments that are simply necessary for doing business and 
the return comes over time. These include logos, website design, and corporate wear. Businesses 
often assume some investments belong in this category when they’re actually more measurable. 
One example is directory ads, such as yellow pages.  

Solution: Continuously Measure and Optimize Your Marketing Portfolio 

Just like a stock portfolio, marketers should continuously measure results and adjust their marketing      
investments. This requires being as analytical as possible about marketing return and as creative as       
possible about testing programs. 
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Many organizations find themselves “dabbling” 
in marketing instead of fully committing to it. 
Can you imagine dabbling in manufacturing? 
“We’re just going to make half a widget and 
see how that works first.” Focusing on market-
ing doesn’t necessarily mean more spending;   
it just means using the discipline of applying 
the principles of marketing to your situation. 
Usually this means you can’t just use a cookie-
cutter approach… because ALL marketing 
situations are unique. 

Here are a few factors to consider: 

�� Think about the basics first.               
Managers often start worrying about how to 
execute specific advertising or promotional 
ideas without fully considering what the message will be. 

�� Consider all marketing functions.                                                                                                      
The answer to your particular marketing puzzle might lie in PR, advertising, word-of-mouth,           
referrals, trade shows, new distribution, design or any other marketing specialty. Match the tool to    
the task at hand. 

�� Know what your competitors are doing.                                                                                            
But don’t just blindly copy them. Who says these are the best ideas? 

�� Keep up with the latest innovations in marketing.                                                                             
So you can draw from a well-stocked arsenal of tools. 

“One reason so few of us achieve what  
we truly want is that we never  

direct our focus;  
we never concentrate our power.  

Most people dabble their way through life, 
never deciding to master  
anything in particular.” 

— Anthony Robbins 

Solution: Put Someone in Charge & Hold 
Them Accountable 

The easiest way to get focus and accountability 
is to put someone in charge of marketing who 
is (or will become) the expert. Hold them    
accountable for marketing results just as you 
would hold your CFO accountable for the 
books. If you don’t have that person on staff,  
MarketingHat offers world-class marketing 
expertise just when you need it! 

����������������������

 

  

�������������������
�
!�"#��$�$�".'�



 

MarketingHat provides world-class marketing expertise, just when you need it. We provide growing   
companies with Marketing Director for Hire services, with award-winning results in  some of the          
following areas:  

�� Positioning & Naming  

�� Advertising & PR 

�� Promotions & New Products 

�� Analysis & Planning 

�� Pricing & Market Research 

�� Idea Generation 

Harry A. Thomas  
President & Consultant 

Harry A. Thomas is a senior-level marketing expert with 20+ years             
experience in all aspects of marketing, building large brands and small.       
He provides marketing director, facilitator, and speaking services to a        
variety of clientele.  
Some of his notable accomplishments include: 

�� “Effie” award for best new product launch campaign at T-Mobile 

�� T-Mobile brand introduction reaching 80% brand awareness in      
12 months 

�� Chairman’s Innovation Award at General Mills 

�� Advertising campaigns recognized by AdWeek and Ad Age 

�� Turnaround of the Bisquick franchise 

Harry holds an MBA from one of the top business schools in the country (The Wharton School) and a   
BS in finance from Penn State University. He is a graduate of Seattle’s Leadership Tomorrow program 
and has received marketing training from some of America’s top marketing companies (General Mills,  
Johnson & Johnson, T-Mobile and Verizon Wireless). He also has extensive non-profit experience        
including Urban Impact, Technology Access Foundation (TAF) and the Jackie Robinson YMCA.  

Contact MarketingHat 

�� Email: coach@marketinghat.biz 
�� Phone: 206.778.2541 
�� Web: www.marketinghat.biz 
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