Go the Distance
Customers often don’t realize how much preparation goes into connecting them with producers of goods and services. Many purchases wouldn’t occur without marketers’ efforts. To achieve satisfying connections, marketers plan where   they need to go and how to get there efficiently. Then, of course, they do what it takes to go the distance.

What does it take for you to go the distance? Let’s say you’re planning a family vacation.
Choose Your Destination

What’s the first thing you do? Figure out where you want to go, of course! You determine whether you want to go to the East Coast, Canada, or the Southwest. Then, you decide specifically   where you want to go—Virginia Beach, Niagara Falls, or Carlsbad Caverns. If your entire family is going on the trip, you might discuss your options. Though you may not agree with each other right away, you eventually reach a common goal—an objective you plan to fulfill.

Once you determine the location, you decide how you’re going to get there. If you’re going to drive, you begin mapping your route. Will you take the freeway or side roads? If you’re like most people, you want to focus on reaching your goal. So you sketch out a strategy, or plan of action, for achieving your goals and objectives. 

When you know where you’re going and the route you’re going to take, you create a checklist of all the things you need to do to make it happen. You need someone to collect your mail, watch your cat, and water your plants. You need to find out what the weather will be, what activities you’ll be involved in, and how long you’ll be gone. And, once you pack for the trip, you definitely need to put gasoline in the car. These small steps, or tactics (specific actions used to carry out strategies), are essential for making your vacation plan work.

Get the picture? You eagerly determine your destination, your route, and your to-do list so you can enjoy your vacation. In the same way, marketers establish goals, strategies, and tactics so they can meet customers’ needs. 

Where are you going? Before marketers lay out their strategies, they first find out their business’s destination according to their company’s overall plan. Next, they figure out specifically where their business needs to be by a particular date. To accomplish this, marketers assemble to discuss where they’re headed and how they’re going to get there—a process that may take some time. Once they’re all on the same page, they write down their agreed-upon goals or objectives—what it is they want to achieve.

Let’s say that a family-style restaurant wants to increase sales. After some discussion, its marketers agree to increase annual sales by 10% over last year’s sales. The marketers know that this goal is specific and can be evaluated for success or failure at the end of a given time frame.

Read more about marketing goals and how to set them in the article “This is How You Come Up With Marketing Goals” by Jay Conrad Levinson and Al Lautenslager: http://www.entrepreneur.com/article/234204. 

Which way are you headed?  Of course, since marketers want to move forward without wasting anything, they create a plan of action—the route they believe to be most efficient. This strategy, or road map, serves as their guide, directing them straight to their destination.

One strategy the family-style restaurant might use is to add a kids’ menu in order to increase sales to the many young parents who live in the area. By selecting this strategy, its marketers reject a couple of other ideas.

•
Staying open later—because they think parents may put their kids to bed early


•
Reducing prices—because they may not be able to make enough profit 
By sensibly evaluating their options, the restaurant’s marketers pick the strategy most likely to help them reach their goal. 
How will you get there? Because marketers want to be efficient, they carefully choose the short-term actions, or tactics, they use to carry out their strategy. They know their tactics must line up with where they plan to go—their goal—and which way they are headed—their strategy. So, marketers pay close attention to every detail.
To introduce the new kids’ menu, the family-style restaurant might decide to use the following tactics.

•
Introduce the following kid-tested meals:



•
Spaghetti and meatballs



•
Macaroni and cheese



•
Hot dog with potato chips



•
Hamburger and french fries


•
Offer a free ice cream cone to each child who selects a meal from the kids’ menu.

Each of these simple actions leads the restaurant toward its desired destination—a little at a time.
Plan Thoroughly—but Stay Flexible
Remember the old saying about best-laid plans going astray? No one knows for sure exactly how a plan will play out. So planning needs to be as complete as possible—but easily adaptable too.

Since you can’t predict the future, your vacation plans are never complete. For the most part, the road you take depends on the direction you’re headed—and how you want to get there. If you’re interested in the most efficient journey, you’ll compare the roads available and select the one you think is best. You might ask questions such as: 


•
How many miles will I drive?

•
What will the speed limit be?



•
Does the route have many stop lights?

Even if you’ve chosen a good route, you might encounter some hiccups in your plan. An unfortunate accident may back up traffic for miles, or a construction crew might decide to repave a road right when you plan to use it. So what do you do? You plan for success (take the road you feel is your best option) and be ready to adjust at any given moment (steer around any obstacles in your way).

Taking the best road. Just as there can be many options for reaching your vacation spot, there can be many appropriate marketing strategies. While a business’s strategy is important because it shows how the goal will be reached, it may not be the only option. There may be several good routes available. 

With this in mind, marketers start with the road they determine to be the best—one that will jump-start them on their journey to success. They consider the following: 


•
How the marketing concept applies to their situation


•
When they want to reach their goal


•
Which resources are on hand

Marketers who take the best road check out their options and select the path they feel will lead them directly to their destination. Once they carefully plan the most efficient way to go, marketers set aside the funds to make it happen—putting power behind what they plan to do.

Steering around obstacles. Because business situations change, marketers also remain on the lookout for obstacles they can turn into opportunities for problem solving. Situations that might invite a change of plan include:


•
Hearing about a new product with better features 


•
Figuring out that the price is slightly high for customers 


•
Suspending a social media campaign when it doesn’t play out as planned 

•
Learning of new government regulations that impact the business


•
Watching the economy improve or worsen

Whatever the hurdle, marketers need to be able to react quickly and accurately to changes to be able to achieve their goals. They must remain alert to changes in their environment so they can steer around any obstacles.

Sometimes, those obstacles might be a company’s own campaigns. What does a company do when a social media campaign gains negative attention? Read the article “McDonald’s Twitter Campaign Goes Horribly Wrong” by Gus Lubin to find out what McDonald’s did when the company’s campaign backfired: http://www.businessinsider.com/mcdonalds-twitter-campaign-goes-horribly-wrong-mcdstories-2012-1. 
Summary

Just as we use goals, strategies, and tactics to plan a vacation, marketers use them to connect producers to customers. For marketers, knowing where they’re going and how they’re going to get there is essential for success. They need a strategy that’s detailed enough to be efficient—and flexible enough to adjust for surprises.
Once marketers figure out specifically where they need to be by a particular date, they plan how to get there—and write down their agreed-upon goals.
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