
Marketing Tips
-   Imladris Farm CRAFT Tour, July 2011

I. Marketing to restaurants/grocery stores:

A. Be professional – in dress, in attitude, be on time.
1. Do your homework about the customers business – know their needs, their busy

times, etc., then go in with a specific product designed to meet one of those needs (and
be ready to switch if they’re interested in something else), during a time of day/week
where they have time to spend.  Don’t glean this information from the customer – if
he/she is important enough to make the decision, they’re probably of the opinion that
they never have time for you.  Recognize that, as a major decision maker, they are
constantly bombarded with offers from salespeople with products that, at first blush,
look just like yours.  Don’t be offended (or stopped) by the initial brushoff, and don’t
allow that initial brushoff to occur – calling to make an appointment just gives them
another chance to say no before they get a chance to experience your product.  Calling
the establishment to find out when they are available is fine, but cross your fingers and
hope the buyer does not answer the phone.

2.  Recognize the difference between the creative force in an establishment (i.e. –
a chef in a restaurant) and the bill-paying accountant individual.  They may be
married, may be the same person, may hate each other’s guts, and in many cases, they
have systems set up to force you to face the accountant person first.  It’s your job to
make sure you present to the creative force first – it’s their job to sell it to the
accountant, not yours (though you may help by showing them how your product will
benefit them financially).  If they do have a system set up to funnel you to the
accountant, find a personal connection to the creative force.  This person has family,
friends, does things in the community – Kevin Bacon says you know someone he/she
does (lol!).  Find that person.  Ideally have them mention your name before you show
up, but at least be able to say “Joe said I should come see you”.  The *very best*
reference is a co-customer.  I got in Earthfare in Charlotte because a customer of mine
saw me waiting to demo to the grocery manager (who had been *very* aggressively
putting me off), stopped to find out what was going on, waited with me, and told the
manager that they drove all the way to Asheville to buy our jam (complete b.s. – they
had family up here).  The manager refused to even try the jam…but immediately
ordered all five flavors based on their recommendation.

3.  Take “no” graciously.  The easiest way to do this is to view a no as a delayed yes.  If
you’re ungracious, you’ll never have another chance to do business with that customer.  If
you impress them, there’s always another opportunity with a new product, a change in their
needs, etc.  Some of your best wholesale accounts take a *long* time to work out.  I’m in
the process of working on William Dennison at Marketplace right now (and don’t mind that
he knows it – there needn’t be anything secretive about this).  William and I have just never
quite found what it is I’m gonna sell him – he doesn’t use jam, I’ve never had rabbit when
he needed it, etc.  However, I like the restaurant, I like William, and I’m convinced there’s a
future relationship there.  When I’m in the neighborhood, I stop and speak (occasionally).
When one of my berry growers had a surplus, I took him in and introduced him to William.
I’m building a relationship (and have been for two years now) that will eventually pay off.
I just don’t know how yet – grin!  I don’t put huge efforts in to it, both because I don’t
know what the payoff will be, and because this is a lot like “getting the girl” – if you are
over-eager, it’s just sad and leaves everybody with a bad taste in their mouth.



II. Open-air marketing (tailgate, etc)

A. Again, be professional
1. Dress appropriately.  This isn’t intended to stifle anyone’s creativity, and it doesn’t

always mean dress conservatively.  Learn (by watching) the customer mix, and dress to
make them comfortable.  A local example of this is the West Asheville tailgate market
vs. North Asheville.  Two very good markets, with two very different clientele’s.  Do
some folks need their horizons broadened?  Heck yeah!  Is that your job?  Nope.  Is
helping that with them going to increase sales?  No, quite the opposite.  Recognize that
the way you present yourself is part of your “story”, and clothing can help or hinder that
message.  Don’t push it too far the other, way, though – I donned a pair of overalls for
market one summer, and it was obvious to myself and my customers that I was acting a
part that wasn’t truly me.

2. Get a good nights sleep.  Selling at market is the most mentally demanding thing I do,
and it requires my complete attention.  When I’m tired, distracted, etc, my sales suffer
significantly.  The best way to say this is that if you don’t “feel” it, the customer won’t
either.  If you get to market and aren’t in the groove, take a break (away from the stand
– customers get mad if they find an un-manned booth, but irate if someone’s there and
won’t help them).  Breathe, figure out what’s wrong, find a way to put it aside, and get
back on track.  (Paul Littman mentioned the other day the power of evaluating your
booth set-up when you do this – often moving to the other side of the market and
looking back at your booth shows problems with set-up, traffic flow, etc).  If you still
can’t feel it, focus on being polite, rather than trying to force it – if it’s fake, customers
can tell.

3. Greet *everyone* that comes within range, and do so honestly.  Don’t view your
greeting as your intro to your sales pitch.  Greet, give them a chance to speak back, and
then evaluate whether to move forward with a friendly pitch.  “Good morning how are
you please try some samples” chases away customers.

4. Remember that along with the customer in front of you, you have an audience
of other potential customers.  Be courteous and professional even at the end of an
unsuccessful pitch, even more so with a rude customer, because others will make a
decision about whether to engage  you based on how you treat that person.

B. Sample.  Evaluate before you go to market what ratio of product you can afford to sample out
(i.e. - if every 3rd carrot I sample sells a bunch, we profit) and set your sample size based on
that, but don’t be stingy.  Be aware of sample hogs, and design  your system to control them
(we only put out a small amount of bread at a time to sample our jam with, ostensibly because
“we don’t want it to get stale”, but mostly it limits the damage when a gang of 9yo’s comes
through – it’s easy for me “not to notice” that we’re out of bread until they leave), but avoid
refusing someone a sample at all cost (see #4 above).

C. Recognize that different markets thrive for different products/vendors.  We’ve missed
out on several good opportunities because a buddy went and did poorly, and crashed and burned
at several festivals when friends did well there.



III. Pricing

A. This is not commodity pricing!  We’re all familiar with the standard supply/demand
curves from college economics.  Go find those textbooks – everyone of those graphs has
fine print underneath stating that these apply for “commoditized” products – items that are
entirely identical across producers.  You’re not selling anything that’s identical to anyone
elses!  With unique, niche products, which is what all of us are selling, pricing has a
psychological impact on the customers recognition of value.  An underpriced product,
rather than selling more as a great value, is seen as being of less value, and therefore will
not sell as well.  We saw this in our second year of production, when we took our price
point from $3.25/jar to $5, then $6, then $7.  Our highest sales occurred at $6 (note that
there were no changes to product, packaging, or sales methods in this time period) (we’re
now at $7 because while we sell fewer jars at this price point, we make the same profit
margin as at $6, and don’t have to make as many jars to replace the sold ones).  Especially
early on, don’t be afraid to experiment with pricing.  As long as your polite about it (don’t
let yourself get defensive if challenged), customers have short memories regarding
overpricing.  They won’t purchase it if it’s too high, but if they also won’t punish you later
if you come back down.  If challenged, I’m quick to say that we are trying to find the
correct price point for this product, and then I ask for their advice.  I pretty much disregard
what they say (honestly, people have no clue how much money they’re willing to pay for an
item!), but it defuses the situation and strokes their ego.   

B. Price based on what the customer is willing to pay, not based on what it costs to
produce.  Then, *after* you’ve determined what they’re willing to pay, evaluate that vs.
production costs and determine if it’s profitable.  If you start with production costs and try
to add in a profit margin, you’re going to randomly miss (almost always) that important
number that represents what the customer will pay.

C. Be a price maker, not a price taker.  Grow things that are, in some significant way,
unique, so that you bear full responsibility for setting price, rather than copying another
farmers product list and pricelist.  Note that “quality” is no longer unique, at least in WNC.
The ability to argue successfully that “mine are just better” doesn’t really exist any more, at
least in the more common product lines of fresh vegetables, fruits, etc, just because the bar
is set incredibly high here!

D. In my experience, tailgate market customers like round numbers ($3/head, vs.
$2.99) and don’t like sales tax.  This isn’t a recommendation for not paying sales tax – just
an argument against adding it to the listed price.  Charge $3/head, take $3/head, and pay
your sales tax yourself.  If your profit margin is so low that you can’t afford the sales tax,
find another product.


