
Mantras for Success Page 1 of 3

Mantras for Small Business Success

Ask Lauren Shoom, co-owner of First Class Pack & Ship in Weymouth, why her
business is alive and thriving after more than ten years in this challenging Massachusetts
economy.  But don’t expect traditional sage words of wisdom from this former hospital
administrator and speech therapist who, with husband Perry, operates this local  business
and shipping center.  Rather, she offers up a few of her “mantras for success”, a not-so-
serious approach to how the couple has managed both the exciting highs and inevitable
lows of small business life since 1998.

Mantra #1: I’m Gumby Dammit!
Remember Gumby, that green bendy guy that had his own TV show and became a
popular toy?  He wasn’t any fun when he was standing still and rigid, and neither is your
business.  To make it for the long term, you’ve got to be flexible like Gumby, and
sometimes bending hurts.  It takes money, time, effort, courage, and did I mention
money, to look at what you do, determine whether or not it’s working, and if not, figure
out what you’re going to do in it’s place.  We are considered a retail business, located in a
retail setting, but over the years we have learned that it is our services that sell far better
than any product we’ve carried.  So, out the door went most of our office and school
supplies, along with other non-selling retail products, and in came expedited passport,
fingerprinting, and most recently, document shredding services. I’m happy to say that
these decisions have been good ones, but couldn’t have been achieved without an open,
flexible approach to managing our business.

Mantra #2: Do as Simon Says
Yes, I watch American Idol.  Admit it, so do you.  Every time Ryan Seacrest asks Simon
Cowell what the departing contestant should do to improve his or her chance of future
success, Simon responds “set yourself apart from the rest”.  The same applies to small
business.  Communities, whether geographic or on the web, are teeming with small
businesses competing against each other, as well as against the big name players with
enormous marketing budgets.  We are small fish in a very, very big pond.  Not to
oversimplify, but offer the right products or services (see mantra #1), do it in an
outstanding manner, and be easy to find (on land and online).  And one more thing-
please, don’t make your problems those of your customers.  Otherwise, you’ll be setting
yourselves apart for all the wrong reasons.  At First Class Pack & Ship, in addition to the
traditional mail and parcel center fare, we offer several specialized, hard to find services.
We provide “extreme customer service”- a concierge level of service that is most rare in
today’s retail business environment, and for which we have won awards.  And we remain
in one of the area’s most convenient, accessible retail locations.  That’s how we set
ourselves apart from the pack, and why we’re still around after more than ten years.
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Mantra #3: Reach Out and Touch Someone
There’s no question that marketing your business is essential. You’ve got to let
consumers know who you are, where you are, what you do, and why they should use you
over others.  But doing it right without mortgaging the farm is the challenge.  In our first
few years, we undertook all kinds of local advertising-coupon mailers, newspaper ads,
cable TV commercials. But that wasn’t all-we also got out there and shook hands, mailed
postcards and provided in-store bounce back coupons. We spent some serious money
reaching out, this while also making contributions to our franchisor’s national media
fund.  But over time, when we did cost-benefit analyses of these strategies, none proved
worth the significant investments.  In our experience, the two most effective marketing
strategies have been our electronic newsletter, First Class News, and a really good web
site.  With First Class News, currently published quarterly, we reach thousands of current
and potential customers.  In it we advertise in-store promotions, introduce or highlight
services, and discuss topical business and shipping issues.  We have published the
newsletter for nine years, and derive very good feedback from it.

Our web site, FirstClassPackShip.com, is extremely user friendly, light on the graphics
and heavy on information.  Our most popular features are interactive, allowing
customers, for example, to request a pack and ship quote, transmit a copy services order,
and download mailbox rental contracts, passport applications and other store forms.  The
web site improves the efficiency of in-store customer service.  It also has delivered
business from out of state and international customers who find us on the Internet.  One
result has been the expansion of our mail forwarding service, which reaches customers
from five continents.

Mantra #4: Don’t Sell Yourself Short
In small business, every dollar counts.  So to me, there is nothing more troublesome than
selling yourself short and leaving money on the table when it could be in your pocket.
Hey, we all do it from time to time, particularly when we first start out, whether to make
the sale, for the promise of future business, or maybe simply by mistake.  But you’re not
doing yourself, or your industry, any favors, when you sell yourself short as a matter of
course.  These situations, drawn from postings to an online discussion board for mail and
parcel centers (MPC) that I read each day, illustrate my point:

- One storeowner proudly said that she is the lowest priced MPC in town.  She beats
her competition in all areas, and is busy all day.  She then complained that she doesn’t
make any money, but at least she gets to spend time with her sons, who work for her.
(Do I really need to tell you what is so wrong about this situation?)

-
- Another storeowner said that she doesn’t like to chase after customers who don’t pay

their charge account bills because she fears losing their business.  Another poster
added that if a customer disappears leaving less than $100 in unpaid balance, he just
lets it go because it’s not worth pursuing.  (Are they talking about customers or
“costomers”?)
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- And then there’s the guy who spent $3000 on a new passport photo system, replacing
his older but fully functioning camera, in order to impress the customers (men and
their toys).  He added, rather tongue in cheek, that at his price for a set of passport
photos, it would take him “forever” to recoup what he paid for the equipment.  (He is
a prime example of my favorite saying, “I lose money on every sale, but I make it up
in volume”.)

Mantra #5: It’s Just the Economy
There will be times when no matter what you do to make your product or service more
desirable (coupons, promos, etc.), no matter how many ads you place, no matter how
many hands in the community you shake, no matter what you do, BUSINESS WILL
STINK . In the early years, during the slow times, I racked my brain trying to figure out
what we did wrong that prevented customers from walking through the door. The answer
was, nothing.  And you know why?  Because the economy was slow, people weren’t
spending, and it was nothing personal.

Let’s face it-when a tank of gas doubles in cost, when there are widespread job layoffs,
when there’s a national emergency, people go into protect mode with their money.  Post-
9/11, MPCs, particularly those in New York City, struggled for a long while.  After all, in
my industry, most of what we do is considered optional.  But even after this
unimaginable disaster, with time, most of us have returned to business as usual.

The reality is, the economy will affect your business one way or another-you will have
good stretches, and you will have bad stretches. Plan for the bad when times are good,
and when times are bad, remind yourself that good days will return.  Words to live by.


