Why Community-involved businesses prosper and why is being involved in the community a good marketing tool.

By Paul A. Herbig

I am an avid supporter of our local Chambers of Commerce.  These organizations are essential for the growth and prosperity of local businesses, providing a source for networking, lobbying, and information of benefit to the continuing prosperity of local businesses, both small and large.  I am dismayed by those who show their disdain and lack of enthusiasm for the community by either not joining the local Chamber or not fully participating and supporting their local chambers. .  

Of those most likely not to join chambers are local Manufacturers and chain retailers (especially big boxes).  Manufacturers especially if they are satellite operations and not locally owned tend to be aloof and not involved. Their philosophy appears to be “We are big.  We bring jobs to the community, isn’t that enough? I do not have time to be involved; I am busy enough running my plant.”  Expatriate managers (those from the outside with no prior local contact) are keen on only one item: pleasing their bosses upstairs.  They know in 2-3 years they will be moved again, promoted (hopefully), and gone.  By nature and prior experience, they mostly tend to stay away from any heavy community involvement, knowing they will be gone shortly so why take the time when their time is limited and their priorities have been made very clear to them.  Then there are the fourteen hours days that leave very little time for anything else work (and occasionally the family). With manufacturing as tight as it is (and has ever been), with competition global and brutal, every penny counts and chamber fees are not easily defensible—especially to comptrollers to live hundreds of miles away.   Chain retailers tend to be primarily absentee landlords, only worried about local profitability—monies spent on local organizations mean monies not sent to the home office. Chambers all around the country are finding these organizations much less interested in being involved in the community or the chamber.

But even if you do belong to the chamber, community involvement does not necessarily stop there. Local institutions not only have the right but the responsibility to be active in community affairs (and no, arbitrarily and unilaterally closing down a facility that provides multiple benefits and interest to the community will not make friends and influence people within the community).  Being aloof is not good Public Relations. Being involved is not just being a good community partner but makes excellent marketing sense as well.

How is it good marketing?  Being active in the community---actually participating fully, enthusiastically, and willingly in local community events—educational, non-profit, festivals, etc—shows the community your interest in and value in it.  Your actions show an interest that will certainly be reciprocated by others in purchasing your goods and services as you purchase theirs. The value of Goodwill  and future interchange cannot be overstated. In time of crisis to yourself, your business, your industry, how will the community react?  Will they circle the wagons and vigorously support you as one of their own??  Or will they look with good riddance as your world collapses upon you?  They too have limited time and political capital—will they spend it for you or not?  When you wish to involve the community in an idea, a festival, an expansion of yours and need their support for its ultimate success, what will their reaction be?  Congratulatory and supportive or apathetic and dismissal?  For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Your company’s support or non-support of the community and other businesses will only come back to thrill you or haunt you.

More than ever these days, marketing is relational, building relationships and long-term goodwill between customer, supplier, and your own firm.   If you are like the majority of businesses, your market is local, the local community, the city, the county and perhaps the nearby region.  By being active and sup portative in the community, your marketing is being pro-active.  Every dollar or minute spent on the community will be rewarded multiple fold back to you.  Become involved—they will remember you the next time they are in need of your services.  
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