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COMPOST MARKETING INVESTMENT

Positionin
Your Product

For Sales Success

Appropriate engagement of the marketplace,
and investing in sales staff and tools,

are key factors in developing a successful
compost marketing program.

Ron Alexander

ANY factors affect the

marketability of a particu-

lar compost. First, it needs

to possess the character-

istics required for a spe-
cific application, or market segment
(e.g., landscapers, wholesale nursery).
Selling the product at an appropri-
ate pricing level, and providing good
customer service, are also essential.
However, without appropriate sales
activity, these factors alone will not
enable improved product sales success.
History has shown that appropriate
engagement of the marketplace is the
key factor in developing a successful
compost marketing program.

Key to breaking into markets is
having the proper technical under-
standing of the segment in which the
compost will be sold. That, however,
takes investment — in time, money
and staffing — to most effectively ap-
proach the marketplace. Investing in
staff and staff education is incredibly
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important to the marketing success
of not only individual companies, but
also the overall organics recycling in-
dustry. Although the U.S. composting
industry is about 40 years old, the
vast majority of compost manufactur-
ers do not employ full-time sales staff.
Product development and marketing
(and sales) are either not taken seri-
ously enough, or facility owners and/
or managers may simply believe that
they cannot afford a salesperson, or
that other revenue sources, e.g., tip-
ping fees, are adequate enough.

It is understood that the innate re-
gional demand for compost (and other
soil amendments) is based on factors
such as population, business demo-
graphics (types and number of profes-
sional end users in the reachable mar-
ketplace), and available green space.
However, experience has shown that
markets grow faster when more com-
panies are competing fairly against
one another in a geographical market
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While social media and electronic
promotional opportunities have their
place, nothing replaces face-to-face calls
and interacting with potential end users
at trade conferences.

area. This is especially the case where
compost education is needed, since the
product gains more credibility if five
different composters approach a spe-
cific end user once, instead of one com-
poster fives times.

Interestingly, the composting indus-
try has been able to expand compost
usage by inventing new applications
for compost, as well as educating the
marketplace about the benefits of soil
enhancement on plant growth and
environmental improvement. Edu-
cation of the marketplace about soil
improvement has even allowed peat
sales to continue to increase (based
on U.S. Geological Survey data), while
the composting industry has contin-
ued to expand (with compost preferred
over peat for landscaping applica-
tions). That said, the marketplace is
getting more crowded, and compost
is being challenged as the dominant
soil amendment product. It still com-
petes against peat, as well as manures,
wood-based soil amendments, humic
substances, digestates, worm castings,
microbial packages, etc. So, focus is re-
quired in order to position your com-
post product for sales success.

MARKET/PRODUCT
POSITIONING

Positioning a product for distribu-
tion within an existing market takes
both forethought and knowledge of
the specific market area, as well as the
product. Market positioning consider-
ations include the following:

e Geography: Where will you “geo-
graphically” concentrate your market-
ing, and in how large of a geographical
area? This determination will be based
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on factors such as competition, trans-
portation costs, business and popula-
tion demographics, and possibly bulk
density (since it impacts the volume
of compost that can be shipped on a
truck) of the product.

® Market Segments: In which mar-
ket segments will you concentrate
your sales (e.g., nurseries, landscap-
ers, etc.)? This determination is
based on factors such as busi-
ness and population demo-
graphics, product characteris-
tics, staff skills and knowledge
of the market segment, etc.

e Product/Application: What
are the typical characteristics
of your product, and what spe-
cific type(s) of product will you
actually manufacture (e.g., soil
amendment, mulch, topdress-
ing, etc.) to meet the requirements of
your end users? This determination is
based on things such as competition,
access to application equipment, end
user product requirements (and mar-
ket sophistication), facility infrastruc-
ture/equipment, etc.

Good market research can assist a
composter in making these planning
decisions, as will prior knowledge of
the regional “green industry” (end use

industry). Other internal and external
factors also influence how you position
your product for sale, including:

e Competition: What products are
you selling against? How do you com-
pare with them on a quality and eco-
nomic basis?

e Product or Feedstock Character-
istics: Does your feedstock or finished

A general rule of thumb is that it
takes 3 to 5 years of intense market
development to build a market
that is somewhat sustainable.

product possess any characteristics
which make it unique, allowing for
niche markets to be developed (e.g.,
high nutrient content) or limiting the
product’s use within specific markets
(e.g., high contaminant levels or elec-
trical conductivity)? Along with the
innate characteristics of the feedstock
and the finished product, the ability to
produce a consistent product affects
the market segments that can be tar-

geted, as well as the product’s value.
An example is the sale of a biosolids
compost that is finely screened, and
high in slow release nitrogen and iron
for use as a turf topdressing.

e Sales Price: Is there a specific val-
ue you must obtain for the product in
order to meet necessary revenue re-
quirements of your organization? How
does the sales price compare
to your competitions’?

e Transportation: Do you
have access to the necessary
size and number of trucks?
Are you able to reduce your
transportation costs to pro-
vide your company with an
economic sales advantage,
or allow you to transport the
product farther (expand geo-
graphical market area)?

e Infrastructure: Do you have the
equipment necessary (e.g., screens)
to produce the finished product that
you need to sell? Do you have enough
space to properly produce and stock-
pile your product for peak market de-
mand? Is covered storage or screening
a possibility?

e Technical Expertise: Does your
company possess (or can it access) the
technical expertise necessary to sell
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Truck, trailer and stationary models

¢ Gentle tumbling action of the reel works with two augers for end-to-end
and side-to-side blending

e Superior mixing of wet materials, biosolids, green waste and other organic materials
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¢ Quick, even discharge saves time and maximizes efficiency
147 - 420 cu. ft. mixing capacities
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to highly technical market segments
(e.g., golf courses, nurseries)?

All of these factors must be consid-
ered when working to properly posi-
tion a product in the marketplace.
Also, evaluating these considerations
and making these types of positioning
decisions in the early stages of plan-
ning and market development enables
a compost manufacturer or marketer
to work much more efficiently (eco-
nomically) and effectively.

MARKET DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT

Having researched why certain
composting facilities succeed or fail
in their market development endeav-
ors, one fact seems very clear — most
facilities that do not invest the proper
resources (time, effort, money) into
market development, and those which
simply do not take the task seriously,
have a much greater frequency of fail-
ure. A general rule of thumb is that
it takes 3 to 5 years of intense mar-
ket development (face-to-face sales)
to build a market that is somewhat
sustainable. This time estimate, of
course, is very dependent upon the
volume of compost generated, as well
as many other factors. Obviously, the
more compost produced, or expected to
be produced, the earlier compost mar-
keting needs to begin and the greater
the resources you need to commit to-
wards it.

Successful market development (de-
veloping a customer base) is not usu-
ally accomplished by placing a few
advertisements in a newspaper or
industry journal, or by completing
compost end use research with a local
university. These activities are merely
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Market positioning considerations
include typical characteristics of your
product and how well it meets the
requirements of your end markets,
e.g., topdressing.

tools within a market development
program. Nothing replaces actual
sales activities, such as completing
“sales calls” (face-to-face), inter-
acting with potential end users
at trade conferences, etc. Social
media and electronic promotion-
al opportunities also have their
place in marketing and sales ac-
tivities. However, they should
not be deemed a panacea or

and marketers may require more

detailed marketing programs for
each of the specific target market
segments they plan to approach. The
programs should encompass not only
sales related issues and tools, but
also sales management. Potential
components include:

¢ Products to offer

e Sales focus, including customer
size and geographic area of concen-
tration

¢ Pricing policies (base price, dis-
counts)

e Scheduling of sales/marketing
— seasonal concentration of sales
efforts, timing of advertising/promo-
tional activities

lARGER compost manufacturers

replacement for face-to-face sales, es-
pecially with bulk compost products.

Face-to-face sales require certain
skills and knowledge — an invest-
ment in time, effort and money. If
done properly, this investment will
pay back great returns for many years.
The overall market development in-
vestment should reduce over time, as
the marketing program and customer
base become more established. If done
properly, there will also be a transi-
tion in the overall market development
program, from an aggressive phase to
more of a maintenance phase.

When larger facilities are being
developed, it is often worthwhile to
start product marketing before the
actual product is available. “Premar-
keting” better prepares the market
for the new compost product. Activi-
ties may include various educational
workshops, working to gain placement
of the product in specifications, and

development of a distribution chain.
Having a sample of the forthcoming
product — produced through a pilot
scale production trial — is helpful in
premarketing. The sample can then be
analyzed to determine likely product
characteristics and be used to visually
illustrate its physical characteristics
to potential end users. These types of
activities allow for faster market pen-
etration when the product actually be-
comes available.

However, this activity does possess
some risk, especially if product avail-
ability is significantly delayed, or the
characteristics of the product are sig-
nificantly different than expected. If

Market Segment Based
Target Marketing Plans

e Sales tools, including pitch pag-
es, sales programs, and product lit-
erature

e | ead generation methods

¢ Associated services

¢ Procedures for contact manage-
ment (ranking, follow up)

e Sales goals

Developing structured sales and
marketing programs helps to focus
ongoing sales, as well as the efforts
of sales staff. It also illustrates to
end users that you understand their
requirements and are trying to meet
them. To succeed, the sales man-
ager must have an understanding of
the product, company goals and the
marketplace.

these activities are not completed dur-
ing the design and construction phases
of the facility, they should be complet-
ed, along with development of a mar-
keting plan, at a later date.
Organizations can succeed in com-
post market development, but the ap-
propriate investment must be made.
Get educated about the product and
market, then invest in the essential
sales and marketing tools. [ |

Ron Alexander is president of R. Alex-
ander Associates, Inc., which special-
izes in market research and development
for compost and other organic recycled
products. He has almost 35 years of expe-
rience in the industry, and is the author
of “The Practical Guide to Compost Mar-
keting and Sales” (second edition pub-
lished by The JG Press, Inc.). This article
contains excerpts from the Guide. The
author can be contacted at 919-367-8350,
Ron@alexassoc.net (www.alexassoc.net).
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