











WHICH COMPANY WOULD

BUY FROM?

“WE’RE RESPONSIVE”
OR

“WE GUARANTEE TO SHIP YOUR
ORDER WITHIN AN HOUR”

advantage specialists. “Your customers’ perspective is the
only one that matters,” says Smith flatly. Her process starts
internally, with clients brainstorming 50 to 100 potential at-
tributes of competitive advantage. Next, they cull this long
list to 20. Then a market-research firm calls a mix of custom-
ers and prospects to ask them to score each attribute on how
much it matters in their purchasing decision. Companies take
to market the attributes scoring in the top three to five.

Smith says no client of hers has ever guessed right on the
top three. That happened again this June, when Smart Ad-
vantage worked with Calgary-based Trican Well Services Ltd.,
which helps oil and gas producers extract more from their
wells. Dale Dusterhoft, Trican’s vice-president of technical ser-
vices, says that although the company knew that its stock of
equipment—the largest in the industry—allows it to respond
faster to clients, it was surprised when customers ranked this
benefit No. 1. Next came a high level of expertise of technical
staff, which Trican expected. But it didn't expect a high safety
rating to crack the top three. “Customers don’t assume, as
we thought they did, that every company has a good level of
safety,” says Dusterhoft. Trican is now rolling out a marketing
campaign highlighting these three attributes.

Other consultants reject asking your customers to reveal
what they care about most. Chamandy says although what
matters is what customers are buying, not what you're selling,
only you can figure out what will inspire them to buy from
you. He asserts that you can’t use market research as a predic-
tive tool, because “people don't really know what they want.
Most of the things that have come along that they have really
glommed onto have not been things that they've requested.
Before computers existed, nobody said, ‘I need a computer.”

The third question you'll need to ask is the nature of the
statement you wish to make. Do you want to make specific
claims related to several customer priorities, or stake out a
broader benefit vital to them, such as “Building Reliability”?

Showroom Traffic Manager, which makes software that
helps auto dealers boost close rates on showroom floors, opt-
ed for the former. Its COO, Judy Adler, admits that even after
more than 20 vears in business, the Toronto-based firm had
no idea what its edge was in its market: “We had sales reps
who went from dealership to dealership with a book full of
the reports our software produces, and they tried to sell it that
way. We'd say, ‘Hey, look at all our great reports!™

Showroom worked with Michel Neray, president of The Es-
sential Message, a Toronto-based competitive-advantage con-
sultancy, to identify an edge Showroom could promote for
a planned entry into the U.S. Neray’s sessions revealed that
Showroom knew its software was raising its clients’ close rates
but hadn’t documented it. Showroom gathered aggregated

sales data from its clients, then persisted until it turned up
comparable industry-wide figures. The pavoff came with this
punchy Essential Message: “Achieve close rates 1.5 to 2 times
the national average. Or more.” It’s too soon to measure re-
sults, says Adler, “but this message has made a world of dif-
ference” in the reception to the U.S. sales push Showroom
launched in July: “Even in the current economy, people want
to talk to us and are seeking us out.”

Strictly speaking, even Showroom isn’t stating a competi-
tive advantage. After all, it isn't making an explicit compari-
son with anyone else. Still, you can get a lot of mileage from
implicit benefit statements. If you can’t show where vou beat
your rivals head to head, advises Smith, speak of things you
deliver that your rivals might also offer but haven't bothered
to market. If vou state that you get 95% of your business from
repeat clients and your rivals say nothing about this, the mes-
sage is that you offer superior customer satisfaction. When
BRI adopted “Building Reliability,” it knew no one else had
occupied that space. And Chauhan says his client has done so
much to drive this UPh throughout its day-to-day operations
that a rival couldn’t credibly make a similar claim.

A solid if low-key benefit such as reliability was the right
answer for BRI. But your firm might be able to make a more
dramatic promise, even if you're in a sector short on drama.
That was true for Vaughan, Ont.-based Interiors Inc., a Blue-
print client in the scintillating business of installing shelving
for big retailers. With a lot of probing, Chamandy was able to
tease out the fact that Interiors owned processes allowing it to
install shelving significantly faster than its rivals could.

That gave Interiors president John Panigas an idea: why not
change the “Opening Soon” signs on its jobsites to “Opening
Sooner”? That became the firm’s Inspiring Proposition—one
with a hard cash value to retailers. When a Home Depot cli-
ent asked Panigas what the IP meant, Panigas explained and
promised that if Home Depot would let him rewrite the specs
for a store-remodelling project, Interiors could fully apply its
superior processes to complete the job far sooner than the re-
tailer expected. That led to $2 million in new business, a 40%
jump in annual revenue.

Ironically, “Opening Sooner” opened so many doors for In-
teriors that its growth rate outstripped its ability to finance it.
After scaling up to handle the new volume of business, says
Panigas, it Tan into a cash-flow crunch during one of the dry
patches common in a sector in which “you can work hell-bent
for leather for a customer for six months, then have nothing
for the other six months.” In July, his firm was forced to close
its own doors. Still, its experience powerfully illustrates the
difference a smart answer to the question “Why should we
buy from you?” can make. P
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