[ MARKETING |

All part of
theplan

Marketing may not be top of the priorities list, but with more financial
pressures on the way in the form of the 30 hours and National Living
Wage, it may come into its own, writes Gordon Kay

our nursery is in the mid-
dle of an ever-changing
childcare market. In your
area in the past year it is
likely that some nurseries
have changed services or
offered new ones, been re-graded by
Ofsted and changed prices, or even
opened or closed.

Having a strong marketing plan
means you have an idea of what is
going on around you, can see where
you sit in the market and make deci-
sions to ensure your nursery is best
placed to find new clients. It is about
meeting your goals.

A marketing plan fits into your
wider business plan, which would
consider overall strategy, financial
plans and cashflow, service range,
and operational aims such as staff-
ing and building works and how
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they work together. It is a useful doc-

ument to show potential financial

backers who are bound to ask about
marketing as a means of assessing
the risk of return from their invest-
ment with you. This is also true if
you are bidding for grants.

There are broadly four stages to
creating one:

® Working out where you are now
(research and analysis)

@ Deciding where you want to be
(objectives and messaging)

e Working out how you get there
(promotions)

@ Setting achievement goals
(evaluation) that you can check
against next year.

So, how to begin? Well, if T opened

a nursery and wanted to devise a

marketing plan, this is how I would

doit:

Cherry Tree Nursery
inBrightonincreased
its occupancy levels
by marketing itself
better to parents

1. Where are we now?

This involves dual-pronged research:
surveying your current parents and a
SWOT analysis.

1.1Who are my customers?
Find out what parents and carers
think of your nursery by surveying
them (online tool Survey Monkey
is free as long as you ask 10 ques-
tions or fewer). Ask standard ques-
tions such as their postcode, age and
number of sessions they book so you
can see the views of different groups
(segments) of your clients and what
they might want.

Also make sure to ask the key mar-
keting questions of how they initially
found out about the nursery, and
what information sources they used
to find out details, such as websites
and social media.

(You could also use this to gain
information on key related issues
such as whether parents will be eli-
gible for the extra 15 free hours that
the Government is offering from
next year).

From this you see the strengths
and weaknesses of your nursery
from a parent’s perspective.

1.2 Who are my future
customers?

Do you understand your potential
market? You can find out the number
of 0-5s in your area by contacting
the children’s services department
of your local council, or by search-
ing the Office for National Statistics
website.

One nursery that did this found
that most of its customers came from
a single postcode area, which was
used to focus its promotion.

1.3 SWOT analysis
A SWOT analysis looks at your
strengths, weaknesses, opportu-
nities and threats. Strengths and
weaknesses are ones you can have
some influence over, such as size,
staffing, Ofsted report, facilities or
client satisfaction. Opportunities
and threats are those you have no
influence over, such as government
changes to childcare provision, and
competitors changing their services
or opening or closing. You match the
strengths with the opportunities to
form priorities, and match the weak-
nesses and threats as risks that need
consideration.

You will need to research your
competitors to do this. Look at all
providers (or a minimum of »
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five) within a one-mile radius of the
nursery if you are in a town or city
location, or five miles in the country-
side. See how and what they provide.

Compare price (particularly per
hour, which you may have to cal-
culate), product (range of services
offered, Ofsted report), place (loca-
tion, closeness to transport links,
access to parks, parking), promotion
(competitor website, social media,
advertising, press coverage) and
people (quality of staff, ascertained
from the settings’ Ofsted reports and
website).

This can be fed into a SWOT
analysis like so: ‘Nursery A has an
Outstanding rating from Ofsted;
has been established for some years
in purpose-built facilities with a
high staff-child ratio [these are all
strengths]. However, because of
this they charge relatively high fees.
They are also not in a central loca-
tion [weaknesses].

‘If Nursery B, which also has high
prices, puts fees up or closes, this
is an opportunity for Nursery A to
benefit from the rise in demand by
targeting advertising in the area.
However, if Nursery C, which is in a
more central location, employs one
more early years teacher, this will be
a threat’
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Cherry Tree Nursery in
Brighton wanted to increase
its occupancy levels. A survey
showed that the setting was
seen as excellent by 92 per
cent of parents,and most
customers lived withina
mile radius.
Competitoranalysis
suggested that there were
no other nurseries for half
amile inany direction,and
Cherry Tree was the only
full-time purpose-built
setting out of 17 sampled. It

had the most qualified staff
compared with competitors
which, along with high staff
ratios, contributed toan
Qutstanding rating. However,
the nursery’s location and low
profile led to the applications
not being as forthcoming as
expected.

Recommendations
suggested clearer messaging
about high customer
satisfaction, highly qualified
staff, purpose-built facilities,
and closeness to a major

transportjunctionin the city.
Areview of messagesand
content was undertakenand
new photography anda film
were commissioned, which
reflected these messages,
backed by real comments
from staff and parents.
Cherry Tree now has aclearer
idea of whereit sitsandis
implementing new messages
and content toraise its profile
and increase numbers.

See Cherry Tree Nursery’s
film at: bit.ly/1TtOH2y

five messages that are real, clear and

distinctive.

2.2 Promote the message

These key messages should then
be shown consistently across your
website, leaflets, adverts and social
media. Back up your messages with
real comments from parents, real
photography and, if you can afford it,

a film.

3. The marketing mix —

which tools to use

2. Marketing objectives — 3.1 Websites and social The Cherry Tree
where do we want to go? media message was told
You need to be realistic in your mar- Websites and social media are | inphotosanda
keting objectives; limited time and important, but unless your website | YouTube video
resources mean you set goals that has good ‘search-engine optimisa-
you feel are achievable. Most nurser-  tion’, your nursery may never appear
ies’ key objectives are to increase or  high enough in a Google search to
maintain occupancy levels. be visible. Test this by typing in an

obvious search term such as ‘nurs-
2.1Create ‘key messages’ eries in xx” - xx being your area,
Key messages are positives which and see where you appear. To boost ’
cadl? : Don’t
sell’ the nursery. The table below your rankings, ensure your area and .
shows how to bring together the obvious search terms such as these forg_et p"nt’
strengths from your SWOT, and the appear clearly and prominently on pal’tICU l.al'l.y
positive feedback from your survey.  your site. local
Ideally there should be no more than You may also find it worthwhile | NE@WSpapers

THEME SURVEY SWOT MESSAGE

Quality | 93% of survey Ofsted ‘Good’ with Our nursery is described as
respondents state our outstanding features — excellent by 93% of parents
nursery is excellent. beats all but one other and Good with outstanding

provider in the area. features by Ofsted.

Space 85% of parents saida Only purpose-built Our purpose-built nursery has
deciding factorin choice | modernnurseryin a dedicated outdoor space,
was the large garden theareawithalarge highly rated by 85% of our
space and big rooms. dedicated outdoor space. | parents.

Staff 82% of parents felt staff | One of the highest Due to ourinvestmentin
were ‘excellent’. staff ratios and high training, sourcing experienced

numbers of qualified staff and maintaining above-
staff compared with average ratios, parents think
competitors. our staff are excellent.

appearing on national listings sites
as this can help boost your rankings.

3.2Print

Don’t forget print, particularly local
newspapers, as these can offer cheap
advertising deals. Leaflet places
where potential parents might be:
baby clinics, libraries, etc.

3.3 Word of mouth

Encourage your current parents to
be ambassadors by offering free day
sessions for each new parent they
recruit. It could be more effective
than an advert as it only costs when
you get a result.

4.Evaluvate

Ask all new enquirers where they
heard about you. Survey yearly to see
whether your priorities are the same
or have changed. The whole process
should be annual, and it should get
easier as time goes on. ll

Gordon Kay is director of Tell Your
Story Better, which works with small
businesses including nurseries on their
marketing communications. See www.
tell-your-story-better.com
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