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Marketing, advertising,  
public relations—they’re  
all the same—or are they? 

The answer is no. Both advertising 
and public relations are important 
components of marketing. 
 Advertising implies payment for 
allowing your product or service to be 
viewed by consumers. While it can be 
expensive, done correctly it’s more an 
investment than an expense. It allows  
you to control the space, content, 
location, and how your product or  
service is presented.
 Public relations, on the other  
hand, is getting your message out 
using various forms media—newspapers, 
magazines, television or radio. Don’t 
underestimate the power, ability to 
influence and the effectiveness of  
a good public relations campaign.
 That brings us to the overall 
picture—marketing. What then exactly 
is it? Simply put, it’s everything a 
business does to attract customers, keep 
them coming back and refer others to 
your business. But, in order to “market” 
your personal or commercial lines 
products and capitalize on your level  
of customer service, an effective 
marketing plan is necessary. It doesn’t 
matter how great or wonderful your 
product or service is—without an 
effective marketing plan, you are 
doomed to stagnation or possible failure.
 But, before we focus on why your 
agency needs a marketing plan, it’s 
important to point out that prior to 
writing the document, a company must 
also have a sound strategic plan. A well 
thought-out strategic plan is the most 
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 • outline of sources and funds; and  
of course
 • marketing and sales plans.
 But why should your agency have 
a marketing plan? The reasons are 
many and varied, yet utilized; the end 
result is the same—success for you, 
your agents and staff and most 
importantly, your customers.

Nine reasons to plan
  1. Minimizes the costs of false 
starts. It’s important to know exactly 
where you are headed. If you are 
driving down the highway and suddenly 
realize you are headed in the wrong 
direction, you need to backtrack.  
This wastes time and money. In a 
highly competitive situation, such 
as the insurance industry, coming in 
second can result in lost business and 
opportunities. If customers are waiting 
in line today to purchase your services 
and you don’t arrive until tomorrow, 
the business goes to your competitor.
 2. Maximizes effectiveness of 
staff and sales people by defining 
job responsibilities. When your team 
members understand exactly what is 
expected of them, it increases their 
effectiveness. The marketing plan should 
clearly define the company’s goals so that 
each member can work towards achieving 
them. Your staff may all be working 
hard, but if half of them are going in 
one direction, and the other half in a 
different direction, the company won’t 
go anywhere. Since a marketing plan 
will help identify your competitors, your 
staff will have a clearer understanding 
of what they should not do. If you are a 
small insurance agency specializing in 
car insurance and a much larger agency, 
whose niche is selling policies to nursing 
homes, opens offices in your area, then 
you won’t want your staff spending time 
trying to infiltrate that market. You may 
sell a few nursing home policies, but 
nothing on a grand scale, which won’t 
make it worthwhile. This also speaks to 
profitability. You don’t want your staff 
spending its time on activities that won’t 
profit the company. For example, if you 
have a product that generates $100 in 
profit and another that only generates 
$5, wouldn’t you want your staff 

focusing its time on increasing sales 
for the higher-profit item?
 3. Allows your business to hone in 
on specific segments of the market and 
spend your marketing dollars wisely. 
Most organizations are not large enough 
to be all things to all people. Therefore, 
an effective marketing plan will help 
define your target market. Let’s say you 
want to target the 45- to 65-year-old 
population that earns at least $100,000 
annually. Your goal is to be known as  
the insurance agency whose specialty  
is this particular group. By targeting  
that market you not only become the 
“expert,” but you provide those clients 
with outstanding service and you don’t 
waste your marketing dollars on other 
segments that won’t result in high returns.
 4. Allows for easier tracking 
of results per activity attempted. 
A marketing plan can help you track the 
effectiveness of your marketing activities, 
however, we don’t live in a perfect world 
and I must warn you, tracking results 
can be difficult. Let me explain—if you 
undertook a direct-mail campaign and 
mailed postcards to people in a particular 
neighborhood, you could measure 
your results by any inquiries from that 
neighborhood. Other activities, however, 
are more “discreet.” If you took out an 
ad in a newspaper and received five calls 
within two days, but no one identified 
themselves as calling as a result of that 
ad, then you can’t be sure it was the  
ad that was effective. If nothing else  
a marketing plan allows you to track 
some activities.
 5. Allows for targeted training 
of your staff with the potential for 
a quicker payback. Once you have 
identified your targeted audience, you 
can then train your staff in that particular 
area. All your energy and education  
can be funneled into that area in an 
effort to set you up as the expert in 
that market, which of course, will then 
result in higher profits. Training should 
be ongoing. Markets can change rapidly, 
and if you only provide initial training, 
your staff can get stale quickly.
 6. Allows for “top-of-mind 
awareness.” As a business, your goal 
is to be the best you can be in your field. 
Known as “branding,” brands, such as 

important tool for laying the groundwork 
for success. It can save thousands of 
dollars in missteps and false starts for 
smaller companies and millions for  
larger organizations. In addition, it 
can prevent potential damage to an 
organization’s reputation and image, 
which impacts both employee morale 
and customers’ perception.

Strategy for your agency
 A strategic plan describes what 
your business is and intends to be, what 
you do and don’t do, your goals over 
the next three to five years and beyond. 
The operating plan or business plan 
typically covers a planning period of 12 
to 24 months. It provides the environment 
for your marketing plan to flourish. Your 
marketing plan, however, focuses on 
change. Things change, employees leave, 
markets continue to evolve, customers 
come and go. Your marketing plan should 
be an ever-evolving document. It is a vital 
component of the overall strategic plan.
 It is fairly common knowledge 
that a large majority of new businesses 
fail within the first two years. A large 
percentage never make it past six months. 
Why? Most probably did not have an 
executable strategic plan. The owners or 
managers failed to invest the necessary 
time and effort. In fact, most business 
owners spend more time planning their 
vacation than planning their business! 
Yet, when planning that vacation you  
can be sure that entrepreneur had specific 
directions on how to get where he or she 
was going. A business shouldn’t be any 
different. Your strategic plan is your road 
map for your company. It defines where 
you are, how you got there and how you 
plan to proceed.
 Components of a successful strategic 
plan include:
 • an executive summary;
 • description of the vision for the 
business (five years and beyond);
 • description of the values of the 
organization;
 • competitive analysis based upon the 
vision;
 • short-term goals and objectives 
(one to three years);
 • project descriptions;
 • management and personnel;
 • financial statements;
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Coke, Xerox or Kodak reflect an image, 
a personality. Brands help distinguish 
and define the best products consumers 
choose and the reasons they choose 
them. Saying that you sell insurance is 
an accurate statement, but exactly what 
does it mean? What kind of insurance 
do you sell and for whom? If you sell 
malpractice insurance to the top surgeons 
in the world, then in that particular 
realm it constitutes value in the minds  
of other surgeons.
 7. Makes it easy for staff to 
understand what marketing activities 
they need to accomplish to succeed. 
If you are trying to do a product launch 
and your goal is to have a specific 
quantity of product sold in the first three 
months the product is available, it’s 
not merely an option to increase your 
marketing activities, it’s an absolute 
necessity in order for you to hit your 
target goals for market penetration. 
Your marketing plan will determine what 
those activities should be.
 8. Allows for a better assessment 
of your competitive position in the 
marketplace. In some cases, a marketing 
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plan allows for an objective assessment 
to be done. Too often we think we 
know who our competition is, but until 
we actually identify and examine them, 
we are not viewing the whole picture. 
It’s very important to know not only 
who your competition is, but what your 
competition is doing. If you’re selling 
policies to 600 of the state’s 1,000 
surgeons, there still are 400 surgeons 
out there doing business with your 
competitors. Why isn’t it you? Your 
marketing plan should cause you to look 
at what you need to do differently to 
attract some of those 400 surgeons.
 9. Enables a long-term view of the 
business growth strategy to be taken 
into account. Planning now gives you a 
long-term view of what you’re trying to 
accomplish in the future. It sets you up to 
achieve long-term growth. Well executed, 
a marketing plan can be the difference 
between dream and reality.
 A marketing plan should be like 
a map, showing how to get from one 
point to another. It should outline 
how a business can attract and retain 

customers, and how it will compete in 
the marketplace. It should identify your 
competition and include market research, 
the target customer group, business 
locations, the products and services 
being sold, advertising and promotional 
activity, budget numbers and a timeline.
 As Paul Monacelli, a past president 
of PIANJ, says, “Without a plan, all you 
have is hope and hope is a bad plan!”

 Doug Brown is the CEO and chairman 
of Paradigm Associates LLC, a strategic and 
executive leadership development firm 
based in Cranford, N.J. He combines an inno-
vative thinking style with his conversational 
questioning ability to help organizations 
recognize and breakthrough their existing 
paradigms. This naturally leads them to solve 
stubborn problems and work through dif-
ficult situations. A certified facilitator for the 
Total Quality Institute, Brown understands 
the distinction between simply conducting 
“training sessions” and facilitating meetings 
with potentially complex subject matter. 
Visit www.ParadigmAssociates.US or call 
(908) 276-4547.
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