No Smoking Mirrors.


As I enter another tour venturing across the country consulting dry cleaners on how to market, maintain and manage their routes, I am beginning to notice a trend that may be very beneficial for you.  Consumers are getting tired of being bombarded with marketing pieces for mortgages, insurance, cars, carpet cleaning, etc, etc.  You know how it is, the direct mail or door hanger marketing pieces continue to make its way to your mailbox or home as each industry strives to not only get ahead, but stay ahead.  Obviously our product is no exception.  We struggle to brand our business and bring in or back customers so that we can get ahead.


I am quite often asked the question, what incentive should I put on my marketing piece? That’s a million dollar question that I quite often get asked and I think it is time to mention it again.  For routes especially, I always strive to recommend less of a discount and more focus on the number one feature and benefit to the dry cleaning consumer: convenience.  Simply put, we must focus on this one distinctive benefit in order to sign up long-term customers.  I have been to over 100 operators and the bigger the discount, the less response they tend to get.  I continue to see this time after time.  Sure, some will hang on, but many operators have told me that the old adage: “once they use us, we got them” just isn’t true anymore.   In my quest to step into the 21st century in building and branding routes, I continue to notice that when we present our service with the “No Smoking Mirrors” mentality and sell convenience, customers tend to stay longer and stay more loyal.


This was quite true on a trip to Texas as I informed my door-to-door route developer to sell on discount one day and without another.  He responded with a 2-to-1 ratio in favor of convenience instead of price discount.  Other consultants and operators have experienced the same results no matter what part of the country they operate in.  As a consultant, my job and how I came to be is by combining what you, the experts do on a daily basis and report that to the rest.  I find it amazing when I see some coupons offering $100.00 in free dry-cleaning to use the service.   I think you would just be better off writing the “customer” a check for $50.00 and calling it a day.


Granted, when it comes to Grand Openings, or in-store specials, yes, coupons are a necessity and recommended on my end.  I found the best luck in developing routes was to offer to clean a few garments for free.  I recently visited Puerto Rico and the client had taken their route bags and had their alterations expert make the bag about ¼ smaller and had any first time client fill the bag up with a couple of garments for free.  It appeared to work in asking for garments and then request that they compare it to who they use.  This method is similar to what restaurants do when offering a free appetizer; they know you are still going to get a meal.  


The other thing I strongly recommend is not trying to oversell quality.   Pretty much all dry cleaners guarantee their work and put it in their slogan or advertising somewhere.  Call your competitors and see if they state that they replace buttons for free.  Sure, some don’t, but most do.  For those who have gone door-to-door or other cold calling, you hear complaints about other dry cleaners and it is hard to convince them that you are better, because they have heard that before.  I loved it when an operator told me that he wanted to have his slogan say, “all dry cleaners suck, we suck the least!”  You know most people have a horror story about dry cleaners and we need to change that, but asking a prospect to trust us isn’t that easy.


Again, that is why I like asking for a garment or two at the start. I let the quality speak for itself and thus the service and convenience will stick out.  What then happens is price become the last hurdle where often it is the biggest one.  I love it when someone signs up for the service without asking what the prices are or even caring.  They see the value more than what their bill says and that is when you have locked down a solid customer.  I want the prospect to know the prices, but I love it when I am with a high-end cleaner and they recognize that the price is higher, but the value makes it worth it.


I am not saying other incentives don’t work and yes, there are some success stories out there.  But no matter what method you use to promote your business, focus on convenience in your marketing materials and you will see better results.  

A follow up to my articles about It all starts with you.


As a consultant, I am often reminded that I do not own a dry-cleaner. Yes, this is true.  In fact, I am often referred as an “INSULTANT”.  In a seminar, one dry-cleaner mentioned, “if I was so smart, why don't I own a dry-cleaner?”  My response was this,  “Because I am smart” thus the reason for not being an operator.  It was very sarcastic but it follows up my point about mindsets in the industry.  I know that times are tough, machines break down, drivers & csr's quit, hanger prices going up, etc, I get it.   But, the successful owners do something about it, they make the necessary changes to get through these tougher times and still succeed.  


I come into a project with neutral eyes and with a passion to make you successful.  I continue to hear stories about owners who vent to their supply salesman all day.  Take a step back as an owner and view your business as a customer and as an employee, you might just be missing something that really can make a difference in the future of your business.


I received one email from someone out west who claims that routes will be extinct in the next 5 years.  Another email stated that “routes” are only a hobby for your retired uncle.  Again, these are mindsets that are out there in the industry, make sure that you are not one of these guys and be, find out if your competition is and expand your dry cleaning territory with the building of million dollar routes.

