Five Steps to a Successful Product Launch

You've done your homework. 
You've created compelling, accurate, and relevant product positioning for your new product. You've taken a close look at the competition and evaluated your product's position in the market. You know what makes you different, or perhaps even better than the alternative. You've analyzed your profit and margin goals, and you've created pricing that avoids channel conflict. You understand your potential buyer and their behavior. 
Good work! 

If you haven't done these things, but you think you are ready for launch...think again...It's time to get to work! Most product launches fail to impress largely due to the fact that many companies do not do the necessary up front work. They don't launch to the right target, with the right message, or the right price. You only get one launch! 

But if you have done your homework, then it is time to plan your actual launch activities. Follow these five steps to ensure success: 

1. Remember the five Ps (product, packaging, place, price, promotion) 

Product: Determine your product brand strategy (name, positioning, messaging). Focus on the DIFFERENTiating features! Product messaging is crucial to a successful launch. Don't rush through it. Hint to all you service providers...treat your service like a product. Make it tangible. Give it a name! 

Packaging: Whether you sell a product or a service, the packaging matters! Consider what your packaging must do. Some packaging has the job of continuing to "sell from the shelf," while other packaging efforts are meant to continue to validate the value of the purchase after the transaction has been made. Either way, it can not be emphasized enough how important product packaging is to a new product launch.

Place: Of course you will want to look to new channels and distribution options. There's no better time to do that then when you have something new to talk about. BUT, do NOT forget to launch to your existing customer base FIRST. That is your most receptive audience! 

Price: You have arrived at your pricing strategy early on, but have you thought about your introductory pricing. Consider having a price to entice some early adopters to try your new product. This will get you some buzz out of the gate. Be sure though that your customers understand the deal they are getting (add the discount to the receipt/invoice and name it "introductory price").

Promotion: The first thing you must do is determine 1) the most appropriate launch vehicles to use (advertising, direct mail, email, events, PR, telemarketing, other online options), and 2) the most compelling offer for your prospect pool at each stage in the buying cycle (a newsletter, white paper, webinar, discount, add-on, trial version, demo, etc...). Remember, your marketing campaigns must have variety, frequency, AND consistency.
2. Build a promotional schedule. The next step is to build your promotional schedule. This not only gives visibility into the up-front work required from your organization and/or an outside agency, it also demonstrates the activity levels you can expect during each week of your promotion and validates you ALWAYS have something going on during the launch period. It also is a good "reality check" to determine if all you have planned is realistic, given your resources. 

3. Itemize your budget. Your budget should include all fees for each program in your plan. Providing this level of detail will not only help you manage more closely to your budget, you'll be better equipped to evaluate trade-offs should your target budget number require further negotiation. (See our marketing budgeting spreadsheet template for a great starting point!) 

4. Evaluate your ROI. Document the reach, frequency, and projected response rate for each vehicle you've identified to arrive at a potential ROI. Because response rates can vary significantly and rely on various factors—your offer, the targeted nature and quality of the list, the creativity of the design and message, and the timing of the campaign—we recommend providing both conservative and aggressive projections for consideration.

Try our ROI Calculator to help with this task.
5. Secure management and team buy-off. Once you have completed your launch plan—complete with product positioning, recommended programs, ROI projections, schedule, and budget—it is time to present your strategy to your internal teams. Acquiring buy-off from all levels of of the organization PRIOR to executing your plan will ensure a successful launch. It is important to take your time during this step to make sure that any concerns or questions are sufficiently addressed. Not only will it save time (and money!) during execution, it will help you avoid "Strategy Schizophrenia." 

Remember: a team that believes in the strategy will by nature be more inclined to execute it as planned.
Some Tough Love on Product Positioning

Time and time again we've seen it, product positioning that doesn't answer the most essential questions—what does your product do, who should buy your product, and why should they choose your product over the competition—and fails to communicate anything meaningful or relevant about the product itself. Over the years we have identified trends that diminish the effect of this powerful marketing tool. 

It is time to take a closer look at your product's positioning messages. Evaluate your current language against the following tips and see if your company has fallen victim to poor product positioning: 

1. Be clear about who your buyer is and what problem your product solves or key benefit it provides. Don't try to be everything to everyone. Not only does this dilute your positioning and cause longer-term brand damage, it simply confuses prospects. Or, worse yet, doesn't have an impact at all. If you aren't giving them context around their specific needs and how you uniquely meet them, they cannot apply your proposed solution to their situation. They'll simply move on. It is also critically important to be specific about what makes your product unique and how it solves your prospect's problem or benefits them.

2. Don't be vague, cute, or too "jargony" when describing your product. Your prospects don't have the time or energy to guess if your product could help them. Use clear, precise language and tell them specifically why they should purchase your product. Avoid industry lingo and acronyms. Although you may think they help show you're "in the industry" and entice prospects, they tend to have the opposite effect, resulting in confusion or a "so what" response. And always include a list of unique features and benefits to further amplify why your product should be chosen, but avoid the "me too" features that are expected in a product or service like yours. It's wasted real estate. (Remember a feature describes an aspect of the product—what it looks like or what it does. A benefit describes what positive results the product brings to the person or organization that uses it.)

3. If your product is mediocre, you can't fix it with positioning. Make sure that your product positioning is both accurate and a compelling description of your product. This means you should never over promise (or undersell) any aspect of your offering. If you find yourself putting an exaggerated spin on your product description—for example, listing unproven, untested, or "stretch" features and benefits—ask yourself if your product is strong enough to solve the true market need. If your product is inadequate and not the better choice for your prospects, there is no possible way to position your product to mitigate the gap.

Product positioning is a powerful marketing tool and when done correctly, results in higher product sales, more successful promotions, and—most importantly—a loyal and satisfied customer base. Just as your company's positioning language must be audited regularly, so should your product's positioning. Taking an honest assessment of your product and how it is positioned is an essential piece of your marketing strategy. It is foolish to expect success from your product promotions when no one understands exactly what your product does, for whom, and why it is a better choice. 

The Art of Pricing, a 3 plus 1 Analysis

We are frequently asked about the best way to arrive at product or service pricing. It's not easy. You don't want to price too low and leave money on the table and/or not meet your revenue goals. You also don't want to price too high and price yourself right out of the market. And, let's not forget those pesky profit goals we must all consider. 

While there is no magic wand you can wave to arrive at the best pricing model for you, our "3 plus 1 Analysis" process can act as a guideline for developing a strong strategy: 

1. What does your competition charge? The first place we recommend you start is at the competition. If you think you don't have competition, you will have a completely different set of problems. But for those of you who do, make a list of each competitor in your market and their pricing structure, being sure to include both the price itself AND how it is priced (product bundles, free add-ons, hourly vs. project, etc.). Also, note their position in the market (low-end, mid-range, high-end). Use these ranges as a starting point as you analyze the next variable—YOUR market position.

2. How are you positioned in the market? In this step, you must evaluate your position in the market. Are you a low-end, mid-range, or high-end option? Be honest with your positioning here. Don't try to position yourself as high-end, with high-end pricing, if you can't compete against your high-end competitors. On the flip side, you don't want to position yourself as the best in the market and not have your cost reflect that position. And, if you are truly a low-cost option, don't be ashamed of it and try to position yourself as something you're not. Nobody wins.

We also encourage you to consider surveying your market for validation of what the market actually would bear for a product or service like yours. Our clients are often surprised at what their prospects will pay, given the right set of features and benefits.

3. What are your Revenue and Profit Goals? This third step of the analysis involves dividing your revenue target by the projected unit price you're considering. Then analyze whether the number of "units" you'd have to sell at that price to reach this revenue goal is reasonable for your market and position. It also involves dividing your total cost of doing business (development/production, administration, sales and marketing, etc.) by the projected number of units to be sold to determine how much "expense" per product you would be realizing at that level of revenue. Then measure that cost against your profit goals. It may sound elementary, but we never cease to be amazed at how many companies have priced their products in such a way that there is no possible chance of meeting their revenue or profit goals. If you find this to be the case when you run this analysis, you must look closely at your business. Can you cut costs? Expand your market potential? Adjust your revenue expectations?

Plus 1: Finally, what are the channels you plan to sell through? One final factor you should look at is mitigating channel conflict within your pricing model. Channel conflict occurs when one method for selling product or services, such as the web, catalog, or 3rd parties, threatens to cannibalize one or more existing selling channels for the same products or services, such as retail, wholesalers, resellers, or a direct sales team. To avoid the possibility of channel conflict, align your pricing strategy with all of the channels you plan to sell through. 

As we said earlier, pricing a product or service can be difficult. And, considering only one of these variables by itself will not get you on the right track. Conducting this "3 plus 1 Analysis," gives you the best chance of being sure The Price is Right! 

Three Elements EVERY Marketing Mix Should Have...

...that is if you want your effort to be successful. You've done your strategy work. You've defined your target market, developed compelling positioning, established a competitive analysis and advantage, and packaged your products and/or services in a clear and relevant way. Now you're ready for the fun stuff—the marketing mix. You know, direct mail, email, brochure, web site refresh, public relations, and all of the various tactics you've determined make the most sense given your strategy.

But that's the hard part isn't it? Translating your strategy into an effective and efficient (and therefore more affordable) marketing plan. We have had several consulting audit engagements lately where we have reviewed the marketing mix for our clients and provided feedback on what they're doing well and where they can improve. In almost every case, one or more of the following elements is in need of work:

· Consistency: It is important to your marketing efforts that everything—and we do mean everything—looks, feels, and sounds the same way. In order to get the benefits that repetition provides, this element is absolutely critical. If your targets hear the same message over and over again, the same way each time, they are much more able to spread the word in the way you want it to be spread. This is where the "and they tell two friends" becomes your most powerful marketing tool. We recommend that you audit all marketing communication pieces, as well as other customer touch points (invoices, fax sheets, email signatures, etc.) for consistency of your brand use and message. Where it is not consistent...fix it immediately.

· Frequency: It's true, frequency makes a difference. But, how often is frequent enough? It truly does depend on your market, your business goals, and your offer, however there are some guidelines. Once you've prioritized your primary, secondary, and tertiary markets, we'd recommend you "touch" your primary market 2x monthly, your secondary market 1x monthly, and your tertiary markets 1x quarterly. Without this level of frequency your momentum is lost between marketing touches and the impact severely diminished. Unfortunately, as humans, our memory is somewhat short, so constant reminders that you exist and have something to offer is necessary to establishing the brand awareness we all aspire to achieve.

· Variety: Don't put all of your eggs in one basket. Consistency is good and frequency is even better, but if your marketing mix lacks variety, your efforts will suffer the consequences. Having your marketing rely on one or two vehicles (i.e. direct mail, email, and web site) lacks the power of "touching" your audience from the many angles they take to review their options. A combination of activities (i.e. a monthly newsletter, an email promotion, public relations, and networking) working together in concert allows you to develop a "relationship" with your prospect list long before you ever meet them. And, don't forget this variety should include both value-add content and promotional content and not be too heavily weighted on either.

As you can see, designing the marketing mix to support your marketing strategy is much more complicated than just picking the communication vehicles you'll use to "get the word out." You must also be sure that your implementation plan includes all three of the above elements. Audit your own marketing mix for these elements, making adjustments as needed, and you'll be on your way to a more effective and efficient marketing effort

Strategy Distraction: A Sales & Marketing Epidemic!

As many of you know, we are passionate supporters of strategic planning. We believe your sales and marketing success depends on it. We believe in a well-built strategy that tightly integrates the sales and marketing process and consistently communicates a company's position (who you are, what you do, and why you) in your market. And, we believe a strategy based on the knowledge your target market is not everyone, your product/service does not do everything, and you do have competition will win every time—especially when executed flawlessly, consistently, and as planned. 

And so it is with great sadness we report an epidemic—"strategy distraction." And like most epidemics it is running rampant and wreaking havoc throughout sales and marketing organizations everywhere. In fact, this epidemic can often be traced to the very top. Adam Hanft in his inc. magazine article "It's Swing Time" perhaps illustrates it best: "I've seen CEOs change strategic direction over a weekend—and not even a long holiday one—based on a single article they read, or a cocktail party comment, or because they confused the inability to execute with bad strategy." 

Aside from having no strategy at all, it is this last reason (failure to execute) that we see as the most significant cause of strategy distraction. If you honestly analyze your sales and marketing effort and find a) your messaging varies from sales rep to sales rep and marketing piece to marketing piece, b) your marketing plan keeps changing with your newest idea or target market shifts, or c) executing your marketing plan only becomes a hot priority when sales are down, then it is time to cure yourself of strategy distraction:

· Build a strategy of uniqueness—it must be relevant. This article assumes you've built a plan and like many have had trouble completely executing it. However, if you haven't yet built your plan, visit our previous tips on successful planning: The Best Laid Plans Really DO work! and Three Elements EVERY Marketing Mix Should Have. Again, the key to a strong strategy is understanding the integration points between sales and marketing, having a good understanding of your target market, product positioning, and competitive landscape, and building a marketing mix that communicates your unique value and leverages the impact of multiple vehicles.

· Get REAL buy off from your team—they must believe. Real buy-off requires real input. Don't create your strategy in a vacuum. Include the sales and marketing team throughout the entire process. And, before you begin execution, present the final strategy and implementation plan to your sales and marketing teams for one last buy-off. A team that believes in the strategy (and they should, they helped create it) will by nature be more inclined to execute it as planned. 

· Execute the plan—you must commit. As the introduction of this tip indicates, building a strong strategy with internal buy-off from your team is important, but will only get you halfway there—execution is critical. Don't bite off more than you can chew. If the plan isn't something you have the resources to implement and stick with, scale it back to something that you can more easily commit to. Then, build a detailed project plan for implementation, detailing departmental dependencies, resource allocation, project tasks, and key deadlines on a weekly basis. And, hold each other accountable to delivering on the strategy, whether strategic or tactical.

· Measure, measure, and measure—we must be accountable. Measurement of your strategy should be multi-faceted. First, did you execute what you planned to execute? After all, if you failed to nail down your positioning statement, missed a mailing, never got that article written, didn't get your email out on time, were unable to reach your target market, etc., then can you really tell if your strategy was on target? Next, assuming you did execute completely, what were the results? Create a scorecard based on the goals you set out for yourself in the planning process (i.e. # of leads, web traffic, information inquiries, proposals/bids, sales, etc.) for tracking this monthly. Of course to do this you will need to get disciplined about asking, "how did you hear about us" at every contact.

Remember this key point as you continue to analyze your results—failure to execute a strategy is very different than failure of the strategy itself.

