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12 Last-Minute, Low-Cost Holiday Marketing Tips for Your Small Business
Caron Beesley, Community Moderator, SBA - The holiday season is crunch time for all of us – whether you’ve got gifts to buy or gifts to sell. If you’re a small business owner facing the busy holiday shopping and dining days ahead, here are some last-minute tips to help you maximize your holiday sales. 

Fine Tune your Holiday Online Campaign
‘Tis the season of countless email offers, but there are still last-minute steps you can take to stand out from the crowd. Here are a few tips for an effective “holiday countdown” online marketing campaign:

Make it easy for consumers to find holiday gift lines – Organize your website by categories such as “Gifts under $50,” “Gifts for Him/Her,” “Popular Items,” etc. If you can’t do that, use emails, social media and e-newsletters to group and highlight inventory along the same lines.

Offer gift suggestions – Start offering up gift ideas and suggestions early in December. Buying gifts for family, friends and business acquaintances is hard work – make it easy for your customers this year! If you want to introduce a special offer early in the month, make sure it is bound by a time limit.

Use shipping deadlines as a motivator – Clearly state shipping deadlines on all emails and on your website. Use this as an incentive for customers to take action ASAP.

Get creative – Use the 12 Days of Christmas or the eight days of Hanukkah to engage with your customers. This is all about raising your brand profile during a busy time while promoting action. For example, send out daily riddles on social media and reward winners with a special offer. Another option is to promote a “catch of the day” deal on each day of your campaign.

As December 25 and other holiday deadlines approach, offer upgrades on shipping services – For example, 5-day shipping orders placed on December 17 could be upgraded to 2-3 day shipping at no extra cost.

Build urgency into your subject lines, Tweets and Facebook posts – The week before Christmas or other gift-giving days build some urgency into your messaging. “There’s still time…,” “It’s not too late…,” etc.

Offer ideas for those last minute impulse purchases – Whether it’s a gift for a party hostess or an office “Secret Santa” party, start giving your customers gift-giving ideas in the last week before Christmas.

Drive customers offline and into your store – As shipping deadlines, use your email and social media presence to remind people of in-store deals and keep feeding them gift-giving ideas.

For those absolute last minute shoppers – On December 23 and 24, reach out to those who are still looking for gift ideas but have missed shipping deadlines by spreading the word about gift cards or downloadable e-gift cards.

Don’t Forget Super Saturday - The last and busiest Saturday for buying gifts is December 22 this year. Mark your calendar and plan accordingly – this is the time to offer targeted promotions and incentives. For bricks and mortar retailers, why not do a little more to entice your customers to come in during the last few shopping days before the holidays, perhaps a warm glass of apple cider or a free shoulder massage for your frazzled holiday shoppers (or their spouses)!

Restaurants and Food Service Businesses – Target the Holiday Crowd
Restaurants can do a roaring trade during the holidays, but there’s always room for more! Here are some ideas for boosting your share of holiday profits this year:

Work on attracting last-minute office parties or lunches – Many smaller companies wait until the last minute to treat their staff or customers – think of ways to entice this crowd. Talk to your regulars, train hostesses and servers to mention your party services when they speak to customers on the phone or in person. Promote special incentives for parties that make bookings on quiet days/nights.

Target the New Year’s Eve crowd – Offer incentives for customers to come and dine outside and either side of peak hours so you can maximize bookings throughout the night. You could also offer an incentive to New Year’s Eve revelers to move to the bar after they’ve dined with you.

Good luck and happy holidays! For more tips check out this transcript of the SBA web chat: "Holiday Marketing Tips and Ideas". 

Will The R&D Tax Credit Be Reinstated Again?
From ASBDC Biz Blog 11/26/12 - The research and development credit expired for the 15th time at the end of 2011 and wasn’t reinstated as some expected when lawmakers agreed on extending the payroll tax cut in February 2012. While the R&D credit is technically no longer in effect, it is likely that the credit will still be reinstated for 2012 as hearings conducted by lawmakers have been encouraging. Small businesses need to be aware of this credit since most are eligible and never claim it.

Is my business eligible for the tax credit?
If your business focuses on the development of new products or services through innovation in technology or new processes, the R&D credit should be considered. This is often overlooked by entrepreneurs, who assume they must have on-site laboratories or breakthrough research to claim the credits. Or they may fear they’ll face complex tax calculations or trigger an IRS audit.  However, small and medium sized businesses that employ engineers or outsource product testing, can claim R&D credits. These credits are particularly good for startups, since R&D costs incurred in years when a company has no income can be carried forward to offset taxes on future profits.

How is the R&D credit calculated?
There are two basic methods for calculating a company’s research tax credit: the regular method and the alternative simplified. The details of the calculation are complex, but the basics for the regular method are as follows: Under the regular method, the credit is calculated as 20 percent of the amount of qualified research expenses for the year that exceed a specified base. The IRS just wants to make sure that you are increasing your investment in R&D as a percentage of sales each year. This means that you are spending money hiring new employees that improve a design, process, product or service.

When will the credit be reinstated?
It is difficult to predict exactly. However, lawmakers will likely meet after the November elections to decide whether or not they want to temporarily extend the bush tax cuts. One of the topics that will likely be reviewed and reinstated is the R&D tax credit. We believe this time around, it is quite possible that this credit could be made permanent.
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BIDaWIZ is an online marketplace where small businesses can obtain professional tax, accounting and financial advice and services from a network of over 750 online CPAs, EAs, CFPs & Tax JDs.

Why a Local Economy's Strength Is Critical to Small-Business Success 
BY Cheryl Winokur Munk in Entrepreneur, November 15, 2012 - Even if fiscal cliff fears play out and the national economy cools down, strong local economies may provide an extra layer of insulation for many small businesses.
A new Bank of America survey published today underscores just how important the local community is to small businesses. The Bank of America Fall 2012 Strong Local Economies May Shield Small Businesses From Possible National Downturn  shows that the majority of small business's customers come from the community in which their business is based. The survey of 1,003 small business owners in the U.S. was conducted by Braun Research in September and October.

Sixty-three percent of respondents said most of their customers come from their local community, while 27 percent said the majority of customers come from outside their local community, but within the U.S. Just 3 percent said that most customers are from outside the U.S.

When asked about the role that the local, national and global economy plays in their business, 75 percent of respondents said the local economy plays a significant role in their business, while 59 percent said the national economy plays a significant role. 

The dependence on local business is one reason small businesses continue to be optimistic about their future prospects, despite continued uncertainty about the national economy and the looming fiscal cliff.
Thirty-eight percent of small-business owners believe their local economy will improve over the next year. What's more, the majority of small-business owners are planning to sustaining or growing their business over the next year, and 31 percent plan on hiring more employees, while 56 percent anticipate their staffing needs will remain consistent. These results are similar to what Bank of America found when it conducted the survey for the first time in May.
When it comes to entrepreneurs, confidence and optimism are "part of their DNA," says Robb Hilson, small business executive at Bank of America.

According to the survey, the top concerns of small business owners over the next year are the effectiveness of government leaders, commodities prices, healthcare costs, recovery of consumer spending and the strength of the U.S. dollar.

None of these issues, however, are enough to shake their confidence in their business prospects. "At the end of the day, there's this overriding theme that they are going to manage through, no matter what," Hilson says.
Open this link to view the article & an informative graphic showing survey results from Small Business owners. http://www.entrepreneur.com/blog/224986

Program Success of the Week – Poly-Pak & Ship, Inc.
Poly-Pak and Ship, Inc. located in Vandalia, Illinois is one of the largest independent suppliers of poly-wrapping services in the United States. They utilize the most reliable polymatic systems available to perform wrapping, inserting, onserting, and addressing requirements along with state of the art paper labeling and ink jet equipment for bar coding. They understand quick turnaround requirements and have an on-site postal service that avoids delays and verifies and accepts mail in-plant. Jo Ann Boggs, president, also understands the importance of flexibility and consistency in the marketplace. She has been a John A. Logan College PTAC client for many years and firmly believes in positioning her organization for optimal visibility in the industry – equating Poly-Pak and Ship, Inc. as a viable force in the contracting arena. She has successfully pursued continued HUBZone status, sought and received certification as a Women’s Business Enterprise (WBE), and met requirements of the National Women Business Owners Corporation (NWBOC) certification as a woman-owned and woman-controlled business.

Getting the Most Out of WebCATS 
December 31st marks the end of the SBDC program year and the end of the 2nd quarter for the state fiscal year. Please be sure to get all relevant data entered into WebCATS by January 10.  It is critical that you enter timely and accurate data so we can report center performance to DCEO, SBA and other key Illinois SBDC stakeholders. 

Resource of the Week - LocalVox
From Forbes by Ilya Pozin - LocalVox is a web marketing app that allows brick and mortar businesses to build their brands online. The service enables owners to publish news, events and deal announcements with a click-of-a-button across many online channels, including social media, websites, local directories and email newsletters. The service simultaneously optimizes organic search and Google Places listings for its users. In terms of boosting online marketing presence, LocalVox is a great tool.  http://localvox.com/

What's New On CenterConnect 
This week on CenterConnect you will find a copy of the November-December Issue of the Small Business Advocate newsletter published by the SBA Office of Advocacy.  You can also find the latest issue of the Small Business Advocate by clicking on The Small Business Advocate. 

Moves and News
The Illinois Small Business Development Center at Joliet Junior College is pleased to announce our new Department Secretary, Dytra Randall-Newlin.  Dytra joins our staff with an extensive background as an administrative assistant.  She brings many years of experience in customer service experience and handling sensitive information.  Previously, she worked for the United States Bankruptcy Court as an Electronic Court Recorder.  We are happy to have Dytra join our team, and we wish Rosana Vazquez the best of luck and thank her for all of your hard work. 

PTAC Program Transition
Dick Alton is retiring as Illinois PTAC Program Manager at the end of the month.  Dick will be missed. I am very grateful for Dick’s tremendous commitment and dedication to the PTAC program.  He has served not only our program here in Illinois but has also provided several years of engaged service on the national APTAC Board of Directors.   Dick has served DECO, the Office of EIT and our the Illinois PTAC extremely well in his many years in  Illinois state government.  He has provided strong, professional, focused leadership for the PTACs and has always been extremely proud of your work and accomplishments.  We all wish Dick the very best in his retirement and hope he has tremendous success and enjoyment in all of his future endeavors. 

Effective January 1, 2013 Sheri Ericson will take over the leadership of the Illinois PTAC as program manager.  Sheri has worked in the PTAC program for several years, has actively participated in PTAC professional development programs, outreach events and contracting seminars. She has worked closely with each of our PTACs and has an outstanding knowledge and understanding of the requirements, regulations and guidelines of the PTAC program and the Illinois SBDC Network. With her years of experience, tremendous positive attitude and love for the PTAC program, Sheri Ericson will be an exceptional manager of the program.   

Please join us in congratulating both Dick and Sheri on their upcoming new roles and welcoming Sheri as the incoming manager of the Illinois PTAC program.  

ASBDC Network Connection
Click on The ASBDC Network Connection to view the latest weekly e-Newsletter from the Association of Small Business Development Centers. 

Happy Holidays
HAPPY HOLIDAYS to all the staff, stakeholders, partners and supporters throughout the SBDC Network across Illinois.  Your determined efforts are crucial to the economic energy that creates wealth and jobs in our state.  Thank you for all you do to help the entrepreneurs of Illinois succeed.  We wish you the very best for the upcoming Holidays and hope you, your family and loved ones have a very Prosperous, Peaceful and Fulfilling 2013 ! ! ! 			
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We will be back again on 1/2/13.
HAPPY NEW YEAR ! ! !
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