“Nobody ever got fired for buying IBM”.  

By Neil Myers, founder and president, Connect Public Relations

“Nobody ever got fired for buying IBM”.  At least, that is what the IT manager told me a million years ago when I was just starting out and trying to convince her to go with Dell instead.  “But what if there is a better solution?” I countered.  “Wouldn’t you, er, someone get fired for missing out on the opportunity to find a better solution.”  She chuckled at my naiveté.

Over my career I have thought about that conversation many times.  Which is worse, making a safe choice when a new alternative seems superior, or risking an untried solution when a safe choice exists?  How someone views that dilemma often holds the key on how to market to them.

Fear Versus Opportunity: Two Sides of a Coin

The Chinese use the same symbol to represent the words “opportunity” and “crisis”.  They clearly see the two as related.  The same is true in marketing.  We can view any business decision as an opportunity or a risk.

Years ago I watched a focus group about corporations giving executives notebook computers.  One of the participants was the head of IT for a major global air carrier.  It seemed to me that no organization stood more to gain from notebook computers than his.  Yet he was adamant that none of his execs would ever carry a notebook.

He didn’t see an opportunity to gain a competitive advantage, to enhance productivity or to empower his executives.  All he saw was the risk of confidential information slipping into the wrong hands if an executive lost their computer on the road.  Where I saw opportunity, he saw crisis.

As a PR executive, a recent discussion hit even closer to home.  I was frustrated with a senior corporate communications executive who I felt was too timid.  Every time we brought him a juicy press opportunity he nixed it.  Exasperated, I asked him what he wanted from us.  “My job is to prevent bad press” he told me.  “Help me do that.”  I finally understood.  He wanted to avoid risk, not look for opportunities.

Watch Your Language

Once you understand how your prospects view the world you must adjust your messaging accordingly.  The language of fear is very different than the language of opportunity.  Does your product allow companies to “expand” market share or “defend” their position?  Is your product “faster” or “more secure”?

Dell Computer plays this game extremely well.  Dell has two basic desktop PC lines, Dimension and OptiPlex.  See if you can tell from their description which is targeted towards opportunity-based customers and which is targeted to fear-based customers:

· Dell Dimension desktops integrate the latest technologies to give you powerful standalone and peer-to-peer desktop solutions at affordable prices.

· Dell OptiPlex desktops are a rock-solid choice for networked environments. These managed PCs are designed with industry-standard, relevant technology and long product lifecycles to simplify serviceability and managed transitions.
The Dimension uses opportunity words such as “latest technology” and “powerful”.  The OptiPlex uses risk avoidance words such as “rock-solid”, “managed”, “industry-standard” and “long product lifecycles”.  I am not privy to Dell’s sales statistics, but I would bet that the Dimension does better in smaller, scrappy, entrepreneurial companies while the OptiPlex does better in larger, more risk-averse corporations.

Helping Your Clients “Walk the Talk”

It can be hard to get a company to use messaging that resonates with their prospects.  For example, Start-ups find it immensely difficult to understand why anyone would be risk-averse.  To a start-up the only risk is the risk of a missed opportunity.  

Of course, it can also swing the other way.  We worked with a large, well-established software firm.  The executive team all hailed from very large, conservative companies.  They were exceedingly adept at understanding fear-based thinking.

Unfortunately our client sold almost exclusively to small companies.  Their average customer had 30 employees.  All these small companies wanted to do was grow.  They were tired of playing David to their Goliath competition.

Our client’s product was the perfect solution, but our client described it in terms that made no sense to their prospects.  We had our client’s executive staff sit through more than a dozen focus groups listening to what their customers wanted and why.  As a result they crafted a new “opportunity-based” message and sales have risen steadily ever since.

Conclusion

Opportunity or risk?  Glass half-full or half-empty?  There is no right or wrong answer.  Understanding how your prospects look at the issue is the key.

By the way, I eventually succeeded in getting Dell in the door in our firm.  Some of my younger employees occasionally point out that there are better, faster, more powerful options.  After all these years I’ve decided to stick with Dell however.  It just feels less risky to me.  And after all, nobody ever got fired for buying a Dell.

