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M LOCAL BUSINESS
Welcome to the October Issue!

Running a small business has always required
adaptability, but today’s business owners are
navigating an increasingly competitive marketplace.
This month, we're focusing on building stronger

relationships with employees, customers, and
community.

Inside this month’s issue:

+ Creating a Workplace People Don't Want to
Leave: Explore ways to build a culture that helps
attract, engage, and retain great employees.

« Creating a Customer-Centric Culture That
Drives Loyalty: Learn how small businesses can
create memorable experiences that compete
with even the biggest brands.

«  Growing Your Small Business in an Uncertain
Economy: Practical strategies for finding
opportunities and moving forward when
consumers are watching their spending.

+ Loyalty Programs That Actually Drive Repeat
Business: Discover how to create programs that
give customers a reason to keep coming back.

+  Turning Community Involvement Into Business
Growth: See how showing the people & process
behind your business creates more meaningful
interaction.

« Infographic: Don't Let Holiday Ad Costs
Surprise You - Insights on what to expect when
marketing fyour business for the holidays.

We hope this issue gives you practical ideas for
building your business. As always, thank you for
reading and for being part of our local business
community.

Raj Deshpande
CEO

The content on the Local Business Marketing Magazine is made
available on the terms and condition that the publisher, editors,
contributors and related parties:

shall have no responsibility for any action or omission by any other
contributor, consultant, editor or related party;

disclaim any and all liability and responsiblity to any party for any
loss, damage, or disruption caused by errors or omissions, whether
such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any
other cause;

are not responsible in any way for the actions or results taken any
person, organization or any party on basis of reading information, or

contributions in this publication, website or related product.
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A Little About Us

Local Business Marketing
Magazine is proudly provided

by
CroydonGate.

CroydonGate was started with one goal in mind.
We wanted to use the scientific approach to Online
Marketing and use our expertise to help our clients
achieve their goals — whether it was to increase
sales & customers, branding, website design, Social
Media Marketing or Mobile marketing. We wanted
to give our clients the ability to leverage the same
cutting edge marketing platforms that the Fortune
500 organizations use, at affordable rates.

We are a one-stop-shop for all Online Marketing
needs. Our Google Certified AdWords and Analytics
Experts, Social Media Marketing Gurus and expert
Web designers provide the professional service to
our clients which results in consistently higher ROI
for our client’s Online Marketing Investment.

&

CroydonGate

Did you know that we are a full-service ad agency?
Did you also know that we specialize in helping
small and medium sized businesses? We customize
a program that meets the needs and budgets

of each of our clients, and we offer Free Initial
Consultations. Give us a call to learn how we've
helped businesses like yours grow revenue. Some
of our services include:

+ Mobile Marketing +  Online Marketing

+  Web Services « Social Media

+  Reputation Marketing
Management « Branding

+  Promotional Items + Conversion

Optimization

Our goal is not just getting the customers to your site but to put a plan in place that will get them to take
that next crucial step of calling you or placing that order online.

We use a scientific approach to the Online Marketing and we use Google Analytics, Multivariate A/B Testing,
Sale/Search Funnel reports and other industry leading tools to understand the customer dynamics and we
accurately optimize the Online Marketing parameters so that the marketing campaign works at a maximum
efficiency level and increases our client’s profit while reducing the conversion costs.

Give us a call to learn how we've helped businesses like yours grow revenue. If you have any questions, or
would like to know how we can help you meet and exceed you marketing goals, please contact us.

(215) 393-9787 0

Loogle

Partner

| www.CroydonGate.com

To get a Free subscription to our monthly Local Business Marketing Magazine,
simply visit our website.



Marketing Calendar

Plan your marketing messages around these upcoming holidays and proclamations.

October

Breast Cancer Awareness Month
Domestic Violence Awareness Month
National Cybersecurity Awareness Month
National Fire Prevention Month

National Women'’s Small Business Month

Oct. 5 - World Teachers’ Day

Oct. 12 — Columbus Day / Indigenous Peoples’
Day (U.S.)

Oct. 31 - Halloween

1st - International Coffee Day

2nd - National Custodial Workers Recognition
Day

4th — World Animal Day

5th - Do Something Nice Day

6th — National Coaches Day

6th — World Cerebral Palsy Day

8th - National Pierogi Day

10th — World Mental Health Day

10th — National Cake Decorating Day
11th - National Coming Out Day
12th - National Farmers Day

12th - National Savings Day

14th - National Dessert Day

15th - Global Handwashing Day
16th — National Boss’s Day

17th - National Pasta Day

19th — National New Friends Day
20th - International Chefs Day

21st - National Apple Day

22nd - National Nut Day

23rd - National Boston Cream Pie Day
24th - United Nations Day

25th - National Art Day

26th - National Pumpkin Day

27th - Navy Day

28th - National Chocolate Day

28th - National First Responders Day
30th - National Candy Corn Day

November

1st - All Saints’ Day

1st - World Vegan Day

1st - Author’s Day

1st - Daylight Saving Time Ends
2nd - All Souls’ Day

3rd - Sandwich Day

4th - Candy Day

4th - Stress Awareness Day

5th - American Football Day
6th - Basketball Day

6th - National Nachos Day

7th - International Merlot Day
8th - Tongue Twister Day

9th - Go to an Art Museum Day
10th - Marine Corps Birthday
10th - World Science Day

11th - Veterans Day

11th - Sundae Day

13th - World Kindness Day
13th - Sadie Hawkins Day

14th - Pickle Day

14th - World Diabetes Day
15th - America Recycles Day
15th - Clean Out Your Refrigerator Day
16th - Fast Food Day

17th - Hiking Day

17th - World Prematurity Day
18th - Apple Cider Day

18th - Mickey Mouse’s Birthday
19th - International Men’s Day
20th - World Children’s Day
21st - National Adoption Day
23rd - Espresso Day

23rd - Fibonacci Day

26th - Thanksgiving Day

26th - Cake Day

27th - Black Friday

28th - French Toast Day

30th - Cyber Monday

30th - Computer Security Day
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Don’'t Want to Leave

For a local business owner,
losing a good employee can
feel surprisingly personal.

This is not simply a name
disappearing from an
organizational chart at a
company with thousands

of workers. It may be the
person who has opened the
store every Monday morning
for five years, the technician
customers specifically
request, the office manager
who knows every process
without consulting a manual,
or the employee who can
immediately tell when
something is not quite right.

When that person leaves, the
business loses far more than
someone to fill a shift.

There is knowledge walking
out the door, along with
customer relationships,
experience, productivity, and
often a little stability within
the rest of the team.

The owner then has to
advertise the position,
interview candidates,
rearrange schedules, train
someone new, and hope
the replacement eventually
becomes as dependable as
the person who left. For a
small company, where one
employee may represent a
significant percentage of the
workforce, turnover can be
particularly disruptive.

Employee retention therefore
deserves the same strategic

attention owners give

to attracting customers,
increasing sales, controlling
expenses, and improving
marketing. A stable team
generally understands
customers better, makes fewer
beginner mistakes, requires
less constant supervision,
and preserves knowledge
that may have taken years
to develop. Employees who
stay also become part of the
identity of the business.

Customers recognize them,
coworkers rely on them, and
new employees learn from
them.

The challenge is that people
are not staying simply because
a workplace is tolerable.



Gallup reports that only 31
percent of U.S. employees
were engaged at work in 2025,
meaning a large majority were
not psychologically invested

in their work and workplace

at the level Gallup defines as
engaged. Even more revealing
for a local business owner is
Gallup’s long-running finding
that managers account for
about 70 percent of the
variation in team engagement.

In a small company, that
statistic carries additional
weight because the owner is
often the manager. There may
be no corporate leadership
team or human resources
department between
employees and the person
who signs their paycheck. The
owner’s communication style,
temperament, consistency,
expectations, and ability to
recognize good work can
directly influence what it feels
like to come to work each
morning.

That proximity can become
one of a small business’s
greatest advantages.

Large corporations may
invest heavily in employee
engagement initiatives
designed to make thousands
of workers feel connected

to the organization. A local
business owner can walk
across the room and ask an
employee how things are
going. The important part is
being willing to listen carefully
to the answer,

Creating a workplace people

do not want to leave does

not require installing a game
room, ordering lunch every
Friday, or creating an elaborate
menu of employee perks.

Those things can certainly
be appreciated, but they
rarely compensate for poor
management, inadequate
compensation, unpredictable
schedules, favoritism,
disrespect, or a workplace
where good employees are
continually rewarded with
more work and more stress.
The everyday experience
matters much more.

Pew Research Center’s
national research on American
workers illustrates the point.
In its 2024 survey, 64 percent
of workers said they were
extremely or very satisfied
with their relationships with
coworkers, and 59 percent
said the same about their
relationship with their
manager or supervisor.

Workplace relationships were
among the strongest areas of
employee satisfaction. Pay and
advancement opportunities
told a very different story.

Only 30 percent were highly
satisfied with their pay, while
just 26 percent expressed
high satisfaction with their
opportunities for promotion.
Compensation cannot be
dismissed as something
employees should overlook
because they enjoy the
company culture. People have
mortgages, rent, groceries,

gasoline, insurance, childcare,
and other expenses. Among
workers who told Pew they
were dissatisfied with their
pay, 80 percent said a major
reason was that their wages
had not kept pace with
increases in the cost of living.

Seventy-one percent said
their pay was too low for the
quality of their work, while

70 percent said it was too
low for the amount of work
they performed. A positive
culture should never become
an excuse for paying people
significantly below what their
work is worth.

Small businesses may not
always be able to offer the
highest salary in their industry,
but owners should understand
what competitors are paying
and be realistic about whether
compensation remains
competitive. When a raise is
not immediately possible,
honest communication is
considerably better than
pretending money does not
matter.

At the same time,
compensation alone cannot
create a workplace people
love. An employee can receive
a competitive paycheck

and still dread Monday
morning. What happens
during the hours between
arriving and leaving plays an
enormous role in whether
someone begins searching
for another job. Respect is
one of the foundations of that
experience. Employees notice



whether rules apply equally to
everyone. They notice whether
the owner asks for ideas and
then dismisses them without
consideration. They notice
when mistakes become public
embarrassments rather than
opportunities for coaching.

None of these moments

may seem significant by
themselves, but together they
define the workplace.

Owners sometimes think

of company culture as
something that needs to be
formally created through

a mission statement or
employee handbook. In reality,
every business already has a
culture. It is the collection of
behaviors employees learn are
normal and acceptable. If the
owner regularly responds to
stressful situations by yelling,
that becomes part of the
culture. If employees routinely
help one another without
being asked, that becomes
part of the culture. If people
are afraid to tell the owner
bad news because of how the
owner will react, that becomes
part of the culture too.

A useful question for any
owner is not, “Do we have a
good company culture?”It
is, "What does an employee
actually experience working
here on an ordinary Tuesday?”
That experience includes
clarity. Employees want

to understand what is
expected of them, how their
performance is measured,
what they are doing well,

and where they need to
improve. Gallup reported

that as of May 2026, only 49
percent of U.S. employees said
they clearly knew what was
expected of them at work. For
something as fundamental as
understanding one’s job, that
leaves considerable room for
improvement.

Small businesses can be
especially vulnerable to
unclear expectations because
processes often develop
informally. The owner may
have performed every job in
the company at some point
and assume certain standards
are obvious. To someone

who joined six months ago,
they may not be obvious at
all. Clear job descriptions,
documented procedures,
regular conversations, and
consistent feedback reduce
that uncertainty.

Feedback should not be
reserved for problems.

Pew’s research found that
satisfaction with the amount
of feedback employees receive
from managers had declined
from its previous survey.

Employees should not have to
wait until an annual review to
discover whether the owner
thinks they are doing a good
job.

Recognition can be
remarkably simple. Tell the
employee who handled

a difficult customer well

that you noticed. Thank the
person who helped when
another employee called out.
Acknowledge the employee
who found a better way to
complete a repetitive task. The
most effective recognition

is usually specific.”You did a
great job explaining that to
the customer” carries more
meaning than a generic “good
job, everyone”because it
demonstrates that someone
was paying attention.

Development is another
important piece of retention,
although it can be challenging
for smaller companies. Pew
found that only 26 percent of
workers were highly satisfied
with their opportunities for
promotion, down from 33
percent in its previous survey.
Satisfaction with opportunities
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for training and developing
new skills also declined, from
44 percent to 37 percent.

A business with twelve
employees obviously cannot
create twelve management
positions simply to provide
everyone with a promotion.

Growth, however, does not
always require a new title.
An employee can learn a
new skill, take responsibility
for an important customer
account, train new hires, lead
a project, earn a certification,

attend an industry conference,

or become the company’s
internal expert on a particular
service.

Owners should have
conversations with good
employees about what they
want to learn and where they
hope to be several years from
now. Not everyone wants to
become a manager. Some
people want to become
exceptionally good at their
craft and be recognized and
compensated accordingly.
Promoting an excellent

technician into management
when that person dislikes
managing people can create
two problems at once: the
company loses an excellent
technician and gains an
unhappy manager.

Flexibility has also become
an important part of the
employment conversation,
but local business owners
sometimes dismiss it because
remote work is impossible

in their industry. A plumber
cannot repair a pipe from
home, a restaurant server
cannot wait tables over Zoom,
and a retail employee cannot
stock shelves remotely.

Flexibility, however, does not
have to mean working from a
laptop at the kitchen table.
Pew found that 49 percent of
workers were highly satisfied
with their flexibility to choose
when they worked their
required hours. For a local
employer, flexibility may mean
posting schedules earlier,
making it easier to trade
shifts, occasionally adjusting
start and end times, or

accommodating an important
family obligation when the
business reasonably can.

Sometimes flexibility simply
means treating responsible
adults like responsible adults.
An employee who has reliably
shown up on time for four
years should not necessarily
feel guilty about asking to
leave early for a child’s school
event. The business still has
to function, customers need
to be served, and coworkers
should not continually carry
someone else’s workload.

But reasonable flexibility can
create tremendous goodwill
when employees know the
company will work with them
when life inevitably happens.
Workload deserves similar
attention, particularly because
good employees can become
victims of their own reliability.

When something important
needs to be completed,
owners naturally turn to the
person who always gets
things done. When someone
calls out, the dependable




employee fills the gap. When
a customer has a complicated
problem, everyone knows
who can solve it. Eventually,
the company’s most

capable employee becomes
responsible for everything.

That pattern can quietly create
burnout. Owners should

pay attention to employees
who are reqgularly staying

late, constantly absorbing
additional responsibilities,

or becoming noticeably

less enthusiastic. Rewarding
competence with an endless
supply of additional work

can eventually turn a strong
employee into a job seeker.
This is one area where a small
workplace has an advantage.
Changes in behavior are easier
to notice when people work
closely together. An owner
does not need a sophisticated
employee analytics platform
to recognize that someone
who was once energetic has
become unusually quiet. A
conversation may reveal that
the person is overwhelmed,
frustrated with a process,
struggling with another
employee, or simply feels that
their additional effort is being
taken for granted.

Employees also need to
believe they can raise
problems without creating
new ones for themselves.

An owner who becomes
defensive whenever someone
provides criticism eventually
stops receiving honest
criticism. Employees learn
which conversations are safe

very quickly. If a worker points
out a scheduling problem and
receives an angry response,
others may decide silence is
the better option.

That silence can become
expensive. Frontline
employees frequently know
about operational problems
before the owner does. They
hear customer complaints,
encounter inefficient
processes, see recurring
mistakes, and know which
policies make their jobs
unnecessarily difficult. Owners
who create an environment
where employees can speak
candidly gain access to
information that can improve
both the workplace and the
customer experience.

This is also why businesses
should not wait for an exit
interview to ask important
questions. Once a valued
employee has accepted
another job, it may be too late
to solve the problem. Owners
can conduct informal “stay
conversations”long before
resignation enters the picture.
Ask strong employees what
they enjoy about their work,
what frustrates them, what
would make their jobs easier,
and what could eventually
cause them to consider
leaving.

The answers may be
uncomfortable, but
uncomfortable information
can be useful. Perhaps
compensation has fallen
behind. Maybe a supervisor is

creating unnecessary stress.
Perhaps the employee has
been performing the same
responsibilities for years and
sees No opportunity to grow.

Not every problem can be
solved, but knowing that
the problem exists gives the
business a chance to respond.
Local businesses should also
recognize that they possess
retention advantages that
large employers cannot
always duplicate. A national
corporation may offer a
larger benefits package,
formal tuition assistance,
extensive career paths, and
sophisticated HR programes.

A small business can offer
something different: proximity.
Employees can often see the
direct impact of their work.
They may know customers
personally and understand
how their contribution affects
the success of the company.
They can have regular access
to the owner, and a good
idea might be implemented
tomorrow instead of traveling
through six levels of approval.

When managed well, that
closeness can create a
powerful sense of belonging.
It can also amplify poor
leadership. In a small
workplace, there is nowhere
for bad management to hide.
The owner's mood can affect
the entire room. Favoritism
becomes obvious. Broken
promises are remembered.
Inconsistent expectations
create resentment quickly
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because everyone can see the
difference in how people are
treated.

Gallup's newest research
reinforces just how much
leadership matters. Comparing
highly engaged teams with
those in the bottom quartile,
Gallup reports median
differences of 23 percent in
profitability, 18 percent in
sales productivity, 10 percent
in customer loyalty and
engagement, and substantially
lower turnover in highly
engaged teams. Employee
experience, in other words,

is not simply an HR issue.

It can become a business
performance issue.

That makes employee
retention something owners
should think about before
someone gives notice. Are
expectations clear? Are strong
performers recognized? Is
poor performance addressed
consistently? Are employees
treated respectfully? Can they
raise concerns without fearing
the reaction? Do they have
opportunities to develop?
Are schedules reasonably
predictable? Does the owner
follow through on promises?
None of these questions
require an enormous budget.

They require attention and
consistency.
Compensation still matters,
and businesses need to
remain realistic about

the financial pressures
employees face. Benefits
matter. Scheduling matters.

Advancement matters. But
people also spend a significant
portion of their lives at work,
and the experience they have
during those hours eventually
influences whether another
employer’s job posting begins
to look attractive.

A workplace people do not
want to leave is not one where
employees never experience a
difficult day.

Every job includes frustrating
customers, busy seasons,
disagreements, mistakes,
and stressful deadlines. The
difference is what surrounds
those moments. Employees
are far more likely to tolerate
a difficult week when they
trust the people around
them, believe their work
matters, feel they are treated
fairly, and know their effort is
appreciated.

For a local business owner,
creating that environment
does not require trying

to imitate a Fortune 500
company's employee
programs. It begins with
knowing the people who work
for you and paying attention
to their experience. Pay fairly.
Communicate expectations.
Recognize good work. Offer
opportunities to learn. Provide
reasonable flexibility. Address
problems consistently. Ask
employees what would make
their jobs better, and be
willing to hear the answer.

The strongest retention
strategy is not convincing

employees that they cannot
afford to leave. It is building

a business where good
employees can look elsewhere
and still decide they would
rather stay.

Creating a workplace people
do not want to leave requires
more than occasional perks or
employee appreciation events.

Research from Gallup

and Pew Research Center
shows that compensation,
relationships with managers
and coworkers, clear
expectations, opportunities
for development, flexibility,
recognition, and leadership
all influence the employee
experience.

For local business owners,
these factors are particularly
important because employees
often interact directly with the
owner and can see how the
business is managed every
day.

Small businesses may not be
able to match every benefit
offered by a large corporation,
but they can create something
equally valuable: a workplace
where employees feel
respected, heard, fairly
compensated, recognized, and
given opportunities to grow.

When that experience
becomes part of the culture,
retention becomes less about
persuading people not to
leave and more about giving
them meaningful reasons to
stay.
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Bring your concept to life with a website
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Because your success starts online.
Contact us today to get started!

(215) 393-9787
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Creating a Customer-Centric
Culture That Drives Loyalty:

Small Business Strafegies That Compete
with Big Brands on Experience

Walk into a great local
business and something feels
different.

Perhaps the owner
remembers your name. The
employee behind the counter
knows what you usually
order. Someone asks how the
project they helped you with
last month turned out. When
there is a problem, you talk

to a person who can actually
fix it rather than spending
twenty minutes navigating an
automated customer service
system.

None of these things are
particularly revolutionary. Yet
in an increasingly automated
marketplace, they can feel
remarkable. Small businesses
have spent decades being told
they need to compete with
larger companies. Match their

prices. Expand their selection.
Adopt their technology.
Increase their advertising.
Make everything faster.

There is certainly value

in learning from larger
competitors, but trying

to become a miniature
version of a national brand
overlooks one of the greatest
advantages small businesses
already possess.

They can be personal.

That advantage matters more
than many business owners
realize. PwC’s 2025 Customer
Experience Survey of more
than 5,500 U.S. consumers
found that 52 percent had
stopped buying from a
company because of a bad
experience with its products
or services. Nearly three in
ten had stopped buying

specifically because of poor
customer experience, either
online or in person.

The same study uncovered
an even more revealing
disconnect. Nearly nine in ten
executives believed customer
loyalty had increased in
recent years, while only four
in ten consumers said they
had actually become more
loyal to the brands they
regularly use. Businesses may
believe they are creating loyal
customers when customers
themselves feel considerably
less committed.

For a small business, that gap
represents an opportunity.

Customer loyalty is not
created by declaring that
customer service is important.

It is built through hundreds
of ordinary interactions:

how quickly the telephone
is answered, whether an
employee listens carefully,
how easy the website is to
navigate, whether an estimate
arrives when promised, what
happens when a mistake
occurs, and whether the
customer feels appreciated
after the transaction is
complete.

Individually, these moments
may seem insignificant.
Together, they become the
brand. That is why a truly
customer-centric culture
begins with a broader
definition of customer service.
Customer service is not simply



the person who handles
complaints. It includes anyone
and anything that influences
how easy or enjoyable it

is to do business with the
company.

The receptionist is part of
customer experience. S0 is
the invoice. The salesperson

is part of it. So is the website.
The technician arriving at a
customer’s home is part of it.
So is the follow-up email three
days later.

Even marketing is part of
customer experience because
expectations begin forming
before a customer ever makes
a purchase.

PwC describes this as an
"experience supply chain,’
with loyalty beginning long
before the transaction itself.
A recommendation from a
friend, an online review, a
search result, a social media
post, or a company’s website
may be the first interaction in
a relationship that eventually
becomes a purchase.

Small businesses should
therefore look at the entire
customer journey rather than
concentrating exclusively on
what happens at the cash
register.

Imagine a homeowner
searching for a remodeling
contractor. One company
responds to the inquiry the
same afternoon, answers
questions clearly, provides
information about what

happens next, arrives when
promised, and follows up after
the initial meeting.

Another company takes four
days to respond.

The second contractor may
ultimately perform excellent
work. The customer may never
find out.

Experience begins before the
sale.

One of the most effective ways
to improve that experience is
also one of the simplest: pay
attention to where customers
struggle.

Business owners are often too
close to their own processes
to notice friction. They know
exactly where information is
located on the website. They
understand how scheduling
works. They know which
entrance customers should
use and why an invoice
contains certain charges.
Customers do not.

Their questions reveal where
the business can improve.

If people repeatedly call

to ask about your hours,
perhaps your hours are not
displayed clearly enough. If
customers frequently ask what
happens after requesting

an estimate, explain the
process before they have to
ask. If people abandon an
online appointment form
halfway through, perhaps the
form is asking for too much
information.

Great customer experience
is often less about adding
something spectacular
and more about removing
something irritating.

This is an area where small
businesses can move
remarkably quickly. A large
corporation may need
multiple departments to
approve a changeto a
customer process. A business
owner with twelve employees
may be able to identify a
problem in the morning and
fix it that afternoon.

That responsiveness is a
competitive advantage.
So is personalization.

Large companies are investing
enormous amounts of money
in customer data, artificial
intelligence, and automation
in an attempt to make
experiences feel individualized.
Small businesses have

been personalizing

customer experiences for
generations without calling it
personalization.

They remember people.

The owner of a restaurant
recognizes a regular customer.
A hairstylist remembers how
someone prefers their hair.

A salesperson knows which
products a long-time client
tends to buy. A contractor
remnembers the conversation
about another project

the homeowner hopes to
complete next year.

These details coommunicate
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something powerful: We know
you.

Technology can help small
businesses maintain that
feeling as they grow. Customer
relationship management
systems can store preferences,
previous conversations,
purchase history, project
details, and follow-up
reminders. Email platforms
can segment audiences so
customers receive information
relevant to their interests
rather than the same generic
message sent to everyone.

But technology should
support the relationship rather
than replace it.

That distinction is becoming
increasingly important as
artificial intelligence moves
deeper into customer service.
PwC found that 58 percent

of consumers were only
somewhat comfortable or not
comfortable at all using Al
tools to interact with brands.

More significantly, 86 percent
said human interaction was
moderately or very important
to their brand experience.

There is nothing inherently
wrong with automation. A
chatbot that quickly provides
store hours can be useful.
Automated appointment
reminders can improve
convenience. Order tracking
does not necessarily require a
human employee.

The problem occurs when
efficiency becomes an
obstacle.

A customer dealing with

a complicated billing
problem does not want

to spend fifteen minutes
arguing with software that
repeatedly misunderstands
the question. PwC found that
only 30 percent of consumers
believed Al had improved
customer service assistance,
while 38 percent believed

it had made the experience
worse.

The smartest businesses

will know when technology
should take over and when a
human should.

That human judgment
becomes especially important
when something goes wrong.
Every business makes
mistakes. Orders get delayed.
Appointments are missed.
Products fail. Employees
misunderstand instructions.

The difference between
losing a customer and
strengthening the relationship
can sometimes come down to
what happens during the next
five minutes.

Consider the emotional
difference between two
responses.

"That's our policy” And:"Let
me see how we can make this
right”The first protects the
process. The second protects
the relationship.

This does not mean
businesses should agree to
every unreasonable customer

demand. Boundaries and
policies are necessary. But
employees should have
enough authority to solve
common, legitimate problems
without forcing customers
through unnecessary layers of
approval.

PwC's recent customer
experience research
specifically recommends that
companies build stronger
systems for rapid service
recovery because critical
moments of friction can
determine whether loyalty is
strengthened or lost.

For small businesses,
empowering employees
can make that recovery
dramatically faster.

Imagine a restaurant

server who can replace an
unsatisfactory meal without
locating three managers.
Or an employee who can
waive a small charge when
the company clearly made
an error. The financial cost
of solving the immediate
problem may be insignificant
compared with the lifetime
value of preserving the
customer relationship.

That requires something
else, however: employees
who understand what the
company stands for.
Customer-centric culture
cannot be created entirely
through scripts.

Employees need clear
expectations, training,
examples, and enough



freedom to use good
judgment. They also need
leaders who model the
behavior being requested of
them.

An owner cannot preach
patience with customers while
routinely showing impatience
with employees.

Culture travels outward.
When employees feel
informed, trusted, and
respected, they are better
positioned to create those
same feelings for customers.
When employees are
confused, exhausted, or
afraid to make decisions,
customers eventually feel the
consequences.

Hiring therefore becomes
part of customer experience
strategy. Businesses
understandably look for
experience and technical
ability, but customer-facing
positions require more.,
Curiosity matters. Listening
matters. Patience matters.
So does the ability to remain
composed when someone is
frustrated.

A technically excellent
employee who makes
every customer feel like an
inconvenience can become
very expensive,

Reviews offer businesses an
excellent way to determine
whether their culture is
actually reaching customers.
Instead of viewing online
reviews only as ratings to be
accumulated, treat them as

research. What words appear
repeatedly? Do customers
mention friendliness?
Communication? Speed?
Attention to detail? Are
complaints centered around
one recurring part of the
process?

Patterns matter more than
individual comments.
Positive reviews can reveal
what customers value most
about the business. Negative
reviews can reveal where
expectations and reality are
failing to meet.

This information can even
help shape employee training.
If customers repeatedly praise
one employee for explaining
complicated information
clearly, study what that

person does. If several reviews
mention slow communication,
examine where messages are
getting stuck.

Customer feedback should not
simply be collected.

It should change something.
Loyalty programs deserve
similar scrutiny.

Points, discounts, punch cards,
birthday offers, and member
rewards can encourage repeat
purchases, but they should
not be mistaken for loyalty
itself. Pw(C's 2025 research
found that 57 percent of
executives said their loyalty
systems were not delivering
the outcomes they needed,
while 46 percent believed
their current loyalty programs
would be irrelevant within
three years.

Perhaps the problem is that
businesses sometimes try to
purchase loyalty rather than
earn it. A discount can give
someone a reason to return
next Tuesday. A relationship
can give them a reason to
return for ten years.

The distinction becomes
particularly important

when businesses consider
personalization. PwC

found that 53 percent of
consumers believe sharing
personal information can be
worthwhile when it makes
their experience smoother.
However, 93 percent said
mishandling that information
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would cause a brand to lose
their trust.

Small businesses should
therefore personalize
thoughtfully. Remembering
someone’s usual order feels
helpful. Using personal
information in a way the
customer never expected
can feel invasive. The goal is
recognition, not surveillance.
Some of the most memorable
customer experiences cost
almost nothing.

A handwritten thank-you card.

Calling after a major
installation to make sure
everything went well.
emembering a customer’s
name. Helping someone
carry a purchase to the car.
Sending useful information
after a service rather

than immediately trying

to sell something else.
Making an exception when
circumstances genuinely
warrant one.

These gestures work precisely
because they do not feel
like marketing. Yet they may
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become some of the most
effective marketing a business
ever does. A delighted
customer tells someone

else. Customer experience
gradually becomes customer
acquisition. That cycle explains
why small businesses should
think beyond individual
transactions. A customer’s
value is not simply the amount
printed on today’s receipt.

It includes future purchases,
referrals, reviews, and the
reputation that person helps
Create.

This is where smaller
companies can compete
remarkably well with national
brands.

The future of customer
experience will undoubtedly
include artificial intelligence,
predictive analytics,
sophisticated personalization,
and technologies we have
not yet encountered. Small
businesses should take
advantage of those tools
when they genuinely make life
easier for customers.

But they should never

automate away their greatest
competitive advantage.

The human connection.
Customer-centric culture

is not created by a rewards
program, a customer service
slogan, or a single employee
responsible for handling
complaints. It develops when
the entire business is designed
around making interactions
easier, more personal, and
more trustworthy.

Current research shows that
poor experiences continue to
drive customers away even as
many executives overestimate
the loyalty they have created.
For small businesses, that
presents an opportunity.

By listening carefully,
empowering employees,
removing friction, using
technology thoughtfully,
responding well when
problems occur, and treating
customers like people rather
than transactions, smaller
companies can create an
experience that even the
largest brands may struggle to
duplicate.
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Growing Your Small

Business in an
Uncertain Economy

Small business owners rarely
need an economist to tell
them when consumers

are becoming nervous
about money. They see itin
everyday behavior.

Customers take longer to
approve an estimate, families
eat out a little less frequently,
shoppers compare prices
more carefully, and purchases
that once felt routine
suddenly require more
consideration. A homeowner
may postpone a renovation
until next spring. A customer
may repair something rather
than replace it. Even people
who remain financially
comfortable may begin
holding onto more of their

money simply because they
are uncertain about what
comes next.

That uncertainty presents a
difficult challenge for small
businesses. Consumers are
dealing with the cumulative
effects of higher prices,
expensive borrowing,
concerns about the
economy and job market,
and household budgets
that leave less room for
discretionary spending.

Gasoline has become
another particularly visible
source of pressure. As of
September 24, 2026, AAA
reported that the national
average for regular gasoline

was approximately $4.48
per gallon, compared with
about $3.16 one year earlier.
AAA described it as the
highest national average ever
recorded for this time of year.
The difference is substantial.
A household purchasing

40 gallons of gasoline per
month would be spending
more than $50 extra each
month compared with the
same time last year. Add
that to groceries, insurance,
utilities, housing, credit

card payments, and other
household expenses,

and it becomes easier to
understand why consumers
may hesitate before making
discretionary purchases.

People may not calculate the
economic impact every time
they drive past a gas station,
but they certainly notice how
much it costs to fill the tank.

Economic uncertainty can
influence spending even
among people who still have
money available. A consumer
who is concerned about
future prices, job security,
interest rates, or another
unexpected expense may
decide to preserve cash
today. This is an important
distinction for small business
owners. A customer who
postpones a purchase is not
necessarily a lost customer.

They may simply need more
confidence, more time, or a
stronger reason to believe
the purchase is worthwhile.
Recent small business
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data reflects some of this
caution. The National
Federation of Independent
Business reported that its
Small Business Optimism
Index registered 98.7 in
August 2026. Although that
remained slightly above

its 52-year average, NFIB's
Uncertainty Index stood at
89, considerably higher than
its historical average of 68.

A seasonally adjusted net
negative 9 percent of small
business owners reported
higher nominal sales during
the previous three months,
the weakest reading since
November 2025. Inflation was
also cited as the single most
important business problem
by 16 percent of owners.

NFIB Chief Economist Bill
Dunkelberg described

the environment this way:
"Uncertainty remains
elevated among small
business owners as they face
a mixed set of challenges
with weakened sales, supply
chain disruptions, and
inflation pressures. That
combination is important
because small businesses
are often being squeezed
from both directions. Their
customers are becoming
more cautious at the same
time that many of their own
operating costs remain
elevated.

When sales begin to soften,
the natural reaction is often
to cut expenses immediately.
Owners cancel advertising,

postpone improvements,
reduce inventory, freeze
hiring, and wait for economic
conditions to improve. Some
expense reductions may

be necessary, particularly
when cash flow becomes
unpredictable, but there

is an important difference
between eliminating waste
and eliminating the activities
that generate future revenue.

A company cannot cut its
way to sustainable growth.

A slower economy can
actually provide an
opportunity to examine a
business more critically. Weak
marketing becomes harder
to justify. Inefficient processes
become more expensive.
Products with poor margins
stand out. Customer service
problems become more
damaging because every
transaction matters more.
Conditions that may have
been hidden by strong
demand suddenly become
easier to see.

This is when business owners
should ask one of the most
important questions in
marketing: Why should
someone spend money with
us right now?

The answer does not
necessarily have to be

lower prices. Consumers
certainly become more price
conscious when household
budgets tighten, but
competing primarily through
discounts can create another
problem. Margins shrink at

precisely the time a business
needs financial stability.
Instead, companies should
become better at explaining
value.

Value means something
different depending on
the business. A $300 repair
that prevents a $3,000
replacement offers value. A
higher quality product that
lasts considerably longer
than a cheaper alternative
offers value. A contractor
who communicates clearly,
arrives when promised,
and completes the project
correctly offers value. A
restaurant that provides

an enjoyable evening for

a family being selective
about where it spends
entertainment dollars can
offer value as well.

Marketing during uncertain
economic periods should
make those benefits easier
to understand. Generic
statements such as “quality
service at a great price”are
unlikely to provide enough
reassurance to a cautious
buyer. Businesses should
explain what customers
receive, demonstrate
results, show before and
after examples, answer
common questions, feature
customer testimonials, and
clearly communicate what
differentiates them from less
expensive alternatives.

Someone considering a large
home improvement project
may be hesitant to spend
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thousands of dollars, but
photographs of completed
projects, detailed reviews,
customer testimonials, and
a clear explanation of the
process can reduce the
perceived risk. The same
principle applies to smaller
purchases. When every
dollar feels more important,
consumers want greater
confidence that they are
making the right decision.

Existing customers should
therefore become an
important part of the

growth strategy. Businesses
frequently devote most of
their marketing attention to
attracting strangers while
overlooking people who
already know and trust them.

Acquiring a completely

new customer requires
introducing the business,
establishing credibility, and
overcoming uncertainty. An
existing customer has already
crossed many of those
barriers.

This is a good time to
reconnect with previous
customers through useful
email marketing, service
reminders, loyalty offers,
customer appreciation
promotions, and personal
follow-ups. A customer who
purchased something two
years ago may not have
stopped liking the business.
They may simply have
stopped thinking about it.
Remaining visible gives them
a reason to return when

another need arises.

Businesses should also
consider whether there are
ways to make purchases
easier without damaging
the brand through constant
discounting. A contractor
might divide a larger
renovation into phases. A
retailer could create bundles
at several price points. A
professional service company
might introduce a smaller
entry-level package. A
restaurant could create family
meal options that emphasize
convenience and value. For
higher-ticket purchases,
appropriate financing or
structured payment options
may help customers move
forward with purchases they
would otherwise postpone.

The objective is not to
become the cheapest
company in the market. It

is to reduce the financial

or psychological barrier
standing between the
customer and the purchase.

Clear pricing can help as well.
When people are worried
about money, uncertainty
surrounding the final cost
can become another reason
to delay a decision.

Changing economic
conditions may also alter
which products and services
customers prioritize.

Necessary repairs may hold
up better than cosmetic
upgrades. Maintenance

may become easier to
justify than replacement.
Affordable luxuries may
continue performing well
even as major discretionary
purchases decline.

Consumers who postpone an
expensive vacation might still
spend on a special dinner or
weekend experience.

Successful businesses pay
attention to these shifts

and adjust their messaging
accordingly. A home
improvement company
known for large renovations
might begin emphasizing
smaller projects, repairs,
phased remodeling, or
improvements that reduce
long-term energy costs. A
retailer could give greater
visibility to useful products
and lower-priced accessories
while continuing to offer
premium merchandise.

This is not abandoning the
brand. It is recognizing what
customers currently value.
Marketing budgets deserve
the same careful analysis. A
difficult economy is not the
time to continue spending
money simply because “we've
always advertised there!

Business owners should
know where leads originate,
which Google Ads campaigns
generate calls and form
submissions, which emails
drive website traffic, which
social media posts create
meaningful interaction,

and which community
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partnerships result in actual
customer relationships.

The distinction between
visibility and vanity becomes
particularly important. Ten
thousand social media views
may look impressive on a
report, but ten qualified
inquiries could have
considerably more value. A
smaller marketing budget
that reaches the right
people may outperform a
larger budget spread across
channels that produce little
measurable business.

At the same time, owners
should resist the temptation
to disappear completely.
Brand visibility matters even
when customers are delaying
purchases. Someone who
decides not to remodel a
bathroom in September may
reconsider in February.

A business that remained
visible through useful social
media content, emails, local
advertising, and community
involvement is more likely to
be remembered when that
customer is finally ready.

There may even be an
advantage when competitors
begin pulling back. If

several companies in the
same market dramatically
reduce advertising, the
businesses that continue
marketing strategically have
an opportunity to capture

a greater share of attention.
This does not mean blindly
maintaining every advertising

expense. It means protecting
the channels that work and
becoming more disciplined
about those that do not.

Local relationships can
become particularly valuable
during uncertain economic
periods. Many small
businesses cannot match
the advertising budgets or
purchasing power of national
companies, but they can offer
something large competitors
often struggle to duplicate:

a visible connection to the
community. Customers can
see the owner, meet the
employees, and understand
where their money goes.

Community marketing
should not rely on guilt.
Instead, businesses can

tell the story behind the
transaction. Show employees
at work. Participate in local
events. Collaborate with
neighboring businesses.

Highlight community
organizations. Share
customer stories. Give
consumers a reason to

see the business as part of
the place where they live
rather than simply another
company asking for money.
Partnerships can also stretch
limited marketing budgets.

A landscaper and garden
center might cross-promote
services. A restaurant and
local entertainment venue
could develop a combined
promotion. Several retailers
might organize a community

shopping event.

Fach business gains exposure
to another audience without
assuming the full cost of
attracting those customers
independently.

Cost control remains
important, but the same
strategic thinking should

be applied internally. NFIB
reported that 62 percent of
small business owners said
supply chain disruptions
were affecting their
companies to some degree
in August 2026. High fuel
prices can also increase
delivery costs, supplier
expenses, employee travel
costs, and the expense of
operating service vehicles.
Businesses may therefore be
experiencing higher costs at
the same time customers are
resisting higher prices.

Owners should examine
expenses carefully, but the
process should resemble
surgery rather than
demolition. Review vendor
agreements. Eliminate
software subscriptions no
one uses. Improve routing
and scheduling to reduce
unnecessary driving.
Examine inventory that

sits too long. Automate
repetitive administrative
work where it makes sense.
Look at energy consumption
and recurring expenses
Small improvements across
multiple categories can
create meaningful savings
without weakening the
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business. Customer retention
becomes equally important.

When new customers are
harder or more expensive to
acquire, losing an existing
customer because of

poor communication or
preventable service issues
becomes especially costly. A
business fighting for growth
cannot afford to ignore
emails, return calls days
later, or make customers
repeatedly ask for updates.

Owners should pay particular
attention to the customers
who continue spending
during uncertain times. Ask
why they chose the business.
Listen to their concerns.
Notice which products or
services remain popular. Pay
attention to the questions
salespeople and frontline
employees hear repeatedly.

These conversations

may provide more useful
information about changing
consumer behavior than
broad economic reports.

A slower period can also
provide something many
growing businesses rarely
have: time to improve. When
demand is overwhelming,
owners are often too busy
fulfilling orders to work

on the company itself. A
slowdown can create room
to update the website,
improve sales procedures,
develop new services,
train employees, organize
customer information,

create marketing content,
strengthen referral
relationships, or pursue new
markets.

The results of that work may
not appear immediately.
That does not make it
unproductive. Some of the
most valuable growth work
happens months before the
revenue arrives.

Leadership becomes
especially important during
uncertain periods because
employees are experiencing
the same economic
environment as customers.

They see higher gasoline and
grocery prices. They hear
conversations about slower
sales. They read headlines
about inflation, layoffs, and
consumer confidence. If
business activity changes
noticeably and leadership
says nothing, employees
may create their own
explanations.

Owners do not need to
disclose every financial detail,
but clear communication
can reduce unnecessary
anxiety. Explain priorities.
Discuss what the company is
doing to remain competitive.
Invite ideas for improving
efficiency and customer
service. Frontline employees
often recognize changes in
customer behavior before
management does because
they hear objections and
questions every day.

Growing in a down

economy rarely comes from
discovering one brilliant idea.
More often, it comes from
making dozens of better
decisions at the same time.

Protect cash without starving
the business. Market value
rather than relying on endless
discounts. Stay close to
existing customers. Remove
unnecessary expenses. Make
purchases easier. Strengthen
customer service. Measure
marketing carefully and
continue investing in the
activities that produce results.
Most importantly, remember
that cautious consumers

are still consumers. Higher
gasoline prices may change
how often they drive.

Economic uncertainty may
delay a major purchase.
Inflation may cause them to
compare alternatives more
carefully. But homes still need
repairs, vehicles still require
service, businesses still need
professional assistance,
families still celebrate
milestones, and people still
occasionally decide that
something is worth spending
money on.

The question is not simply
whether consumers are
spending less. The more
useful question for a business
owner is: What are customers
still willing to spend money
on, and what will make them
choose us when they do?
Finding that answer is where
growth begins.
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oyart;/_Programs That Actually

Drive Repeat Business

Open your wallet, scroll through
your email inbox, or look at the
apps on your phone and there
is a good chance you belong to
more loyalty programs than you
can remember joining. Coffee
shops promise a free drink after
enough visits. Retailers award
points for every dollar spent.
Restaurants send birthday
rewards, grocery stores offer
member pricing, and service
businesses provide referral
bonuses or discounts for repeat
customers.

Loyalty programs have become
so common that signing up for
one can feel less like joining an
exclusive club and more like
completing another step at
checkout.

For small business owners, that

raises an important question:
Do loyalty programs actually
create loyal customers, or

are businesses simply giving
discounts to people who would
have purchased anyway? The
distinction matters. A program
that attracts thousands of
members may look successful on
paper, but if those members do
not visit more frequently, spend
more, or remain customers
longer, the program may be
accomplishing very little.

Recent research suggests that
well-designed loyalty programs
can influence consumer
behavior. Deloitte’s 2025
Consumer Loyalty Program
Survey, which included

more than 5,500 U.S. adults
participating in loyalty programs,
found that 72 percent said

loyalty programs make them
more likely to spend with their
preferred brand. More than half,
56 percent, said they actually
spend more because of the
program, while 80 percent said
the program increases the value
they receive from the brand.

Those are compelling numbers
for any business trying to
generate more repeat sales.
Existing customers already know
the company, understand what it
offers, and have overcome many
of the uncertainties associated
with a first purchase.

A loyalty program can give those
customers another reason to
return rather than experimenting
with a competitor the next time
they need the same product or
service.
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The challenge is that
enrollment and engagement
are two very different things.
Deloitte found that the

average consumer is enrolled

in eight loyalty programs

but actively participates in

only five. Within individual
industries, the competition for
attention becomes even more
pronounced. More than half of
respondents actively engaged
with only one loyalty program in
the particular industry they were
asked about.

That difference should get the
attention of small business
owners. Convincing someone
to enter an email address or
telephone number and click
“join"is relatively easy. Creating
enough value that the person
remembers the program six
months later is much harder.
The real objective should not
be membership. It should be
behavior.

Before creating a points system,
punch card, membership tier, or
rewards app, a business should
determine exactly what behavior
it hopes to encourage. A coffee
shop may want occasional
customers to become weekly
customers. A salon might want
clients to schedule their next
appointment before leaving.

A retailer may want shoppers

to make another purchase
within 60 days. A service
company might want customers
to schedule preventive
maintenance rather than waiting
until something breaks.

Once the desired behavior

is clear, the loyalty program
becomes much easier to
design. If a customer normally

visits once every six weeks, the
program should provide a reason
to return sooner. If customers
frequently purchase one service
but ignore another, a reward
could encourage them to try it.
If the business struggles during
certain days or seasons, loyalty
benefits could be used to create
demand during those slower
periods.

Simplicity is one of the most
important ingredients. Deloitte’s
consumer loyalty research found
that 86 percent of respondents
considered financial rewards
and simplicity and ease of use
important or very important
characteristics of a loyalty
program. Four out of five also
valued flexibility in the ways they
could earn and redeem rewards.

Customers should not need
a calculator or a lengthy
explanation to understand
what they are earning. “Buy
nine coffees and your tenth
is free” communicates the
value immediately. “Spend
$100 and receive $10 toward
your next purchase”is equally
straightforward. The more
complicated the program
becomes, the easier it is for
customers to ignore.

This helps explain why

the traditional punch card
continues to work for many
businesses despite decades of
technological advancement.
Customers can look at the card
and instantly understand their
progress. If eight of ten spaces
are filled, the reward feels
close enough to influence the
next purchase. Digital loyalty
platforms can create that
same sense of progress while

adding conveniences such as
automatic reminders, birthday
offers, purchase histories, and
personalized promotions.

Technology, however, should
make participation easier
rather than becoming another
obstacle. Requiring customers
to download an app, create

a password, verify an email
address, complete a profile, and
navigate several screens before
earning a reward may create
more friction than loyalty. Small
businesses should evaluate the
program from the customer’s
perspective: Is the benefit
obvious, and is participating
easier than ignoring it?

The reward itself also needs to
feel worthwhile. Deloitte’s 2025
research found that overall

value was the leading reason
consumers joined new loyalty
programs, followed by attractive
ongoing benefits and immediate
enrollment incentives. If a
customer has to spend hundreds
of dollars to earn a reward

worth only a few dollars, the
program may technically offer
value without creating much
motivation.

Meaningful value does not
necessarily require large
discounts. In fact, constantly
reducing prices can become one
of the biggest weaknesses in a
poorly designed loyalty program.
A customer who receives 10 or
20 percent off every time may
begin viewing the discounted
price as the normal price. The
business then sacrifices margin
without necessarily creating a
stronger relationship.

Small businesses can often
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provide rewards with a high
perceived value but a relatively
modest cost. A restaurant could
offer a complimentary dessert
rather than discounting the
entire check. A salon might
provide an add-on service after a

certain number of appointments.

A retailer could offer a small
exclusive product or early
access to new merchandise. A
service company might provide
priority scheduling to longtime
customers.

These benefits accomplish
something discounts sometimes
cannot: they make the customer
feel recognized.

Recognition is an area where
small businesses can have a
tremendous advantage over
national brands. A large retailer
may have sophisticated software
capable of analyzing millions of
transactions. A neighborhood
business may simply know its
customers.

The local coffee shop knows
that Sarah orders a large dark
roast before work. The salon
knows which stylist a client
prefers. The garden center
recognizes the customer who
returns every spring looking
for the same type of plants. A
restaurant knows the couple
that celebrates its anniversary
there every year. Those details
create opportunities to make
loyalty feel personal rather than
transactional.

Consumers increasingly expect
that type of relevance. Deloitte
Digital research has found

that nearly three out of four
consumers want personalized
loyalty rewards. Deloitte’s 2025

loyalty study also found that 89
percent of Gen Z consumers
and 87 percent of millennials
were willing to share personal
information in exchange

for more tailored offers or
experiences. More than half

of both generations said they
would spend more with a brand
that provided a personalized
experience.

Personalization does not have
to be complicated. A garden
center can send a houseplant
enthusiast information about
a new indoor plant collection
rather than an unrelated
promotion for outdoor furniture.
A salon can send a reminder
based on the service a client
normally schedules. A retailer
can recommend products
that complement a previous
purchase. The objective is not
to demonstrate how much
information the business
possesses. It is to make
communication more useful.

There is an important
responsibility attached to that
information. Customers may be
willing to share an email address,
birthday, purchase history, or
product preferences when

the benefit is clear, but that

trust should never be taken for
granted.

Businesses should collect only
the information they genuinely
need, explain how it will be used
when appropriate, and protect
it carefully. Personalization
should make customers feel
understood, not watched.

Some of the most effective
loyalty programs go beyond
transactions entirely. Exclusive
access, special events, early

product releases, workshops,
and members-only experiences
can create a stronger emotional
connection than another
coupon. A boutique might invite
its best customers to preview

a new collection before the
public. A restaurant could give
loyal customers first access to
reservations for a special dinner.
A garden center might host a
private seasonal workshop.

These experiences can be
particularly effective because
they create a sense of belonging.
The customer is no longer simply
accumulating points. They

are part of a group receiving
something others do not.

For a small business, this can
transform a rewards program
into a community.

Surprise can strengthen that
relationship even further. Not
every reward needs to be
announced in advance or tied
to a precise spending threshold.
A handwritten thank-you note,
an unexpected birthday gift,

a complimentary upgrade, or
a small bonus for a longtime
customer can be memorable
precisely because it was not
expected.

Imagine a customer who

has been visiting the same
restaurant for years receiving
a complimentary dessert with
a simple note thanking them
for their continued business.
The financial cost is small.
The emotional value can be
considerably larger.

The best small businesses

have always understood this
intuitively. Long before loyalty
apps existed, shop owners knew



regular customers by name.
Restaurants remembered
favorite tables. Service providers
followed up after completing a
job. Retailers occasionally put
something aside because they
knew a particular customer
would like it.

Modern loyalty programs should
enhance that type of relationship
rather than replace it.

Businesses should also consider
how quickly new members
experience value. If the best
rewards require years of
spending, customers may

lose interest before reaching
them. Early wins can create
momentum. An enrollment
benefit might encourage the
first purchase, while another
attainable reward encourages
the second or third. Once the
customer develops a pattern of
returning, larger milestones can
help reinforce the relationship.

The economics of the program
deserve just as much attention

as the customer experience.
Giving away rewards is easy.
Determining whether those
rewards create profitable
incremental business is more
difficult. Owners should
understand the cost of each
benefit and whether the
behavior it encourages justifies
that expense.

For example, giving a $10 reward
to a customer who was already
going to make a $20 purchase
may simply reduce profit. Giving
the same reward to a customer
who has not visited in six months
and then spends $75 could be

a much more productive use of
the incentive. The purpose of the
reward should be to influence
behavior, not simply subsidize
behavior that would have
occurred anyway.

This is why measurement
matters. A loyalty program
should not be declared
successful because 2,000
people enrolled. Businesses
should examine how many

members are actually active,
how frequently they purchase,
whether their average
transaction has increased, how
often rewards are redeemed, and
whether customers continue
purchasing after receiving a
benefit.

Deloitte’s finding that consumers
belong to eight programs on
average but actively participate
in only five demonstrates how
misleading enrollment can be.
A customer who signed up

two years ago and has never
returned is technically a loyalty
member. In practice, that person
may have no loyalty to the
business at all.

Inactive members can still
provide an opportunity. A
thoughtful “We haven't seen

you in a while"message can
remind someone why they
enjoyed the business in the first
place. A retailer might highlight
new merchandise. A restaurant
could introduce a new seasonal
menu. A service company might
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remind customers that it is time
for routine maintenance. A
limited incentive can help, but
there should still be a genuine
reason to return beyond the
discount.

Communication frequency
matters as well. A loyalty
program should not become
permission to fill someone’s
inbox with promotions every
other day. If every message says
“Buy Now," customers eventually
stop listening. Mix promotional
communication with useful
information, early access,
relevant updates, invitations, and
occasional surprises.

The strongest programs
become part of a broader
customer relationship rather
than operating as an isolated
marketing tactic. Employees
should know the program exists
and understand how it works.
Customers should be reminded
of benefits naturally. Rewards
should connect with the brand
and the customer experience
the business is already trying to
Create.

Most importantly, no loyalty
program can compensate for a
poor experience. Points do not
make rude service acceptable.
A free product does not erase

repeated delivery problems.
Birthday rewards cannot repair
months of poor communication.
A loyalty program can
strengthen a good relationship,
but it cannot manufacture one
where trust does not already
exist.

For small businesses, that may be
the most important lesson. Their
greatest loyalty advantage is
rarely sophisticated technology.
It is the ability to recognize
customers, listen to them,
respond quickly, and make them
feel genuinely appreciated. Large
brands can invest millions in
data systems designed to create
personalized experiences. A local
business owner can sometimes
accomplish something

more meaningful simply by
remembering a name.

The technology, rewards,
points, and incentives should
support that connection. They
should provide customers with
an additional reason to return
while giving the business
useful information about what
those customers value. When
the program becomes more
important than the relationship,
something has gone wrong.

True loyalty begins when
customers have choices and

continue choosing the same
business anyway. They return
because the experience is
consistently good. They trust the
company. They feel recognized.
They believe they receive fair
value. Eventually, they begin
recommending the business

to other people without being
asked.

A loyalty program cannot create
all of that by itself. But a well-
designed one can give a strong
relationship another reason to
continue.

Loyalty programs can be
powerful tools for generating
repeat business, but
membership alone is a poor
measure of success. Deloitte’s
2025 research found that 72
percent of consumers say
loyalty programs make them
more likely to spend with their
preferred brand and 56 percent
say they spend more because
of them. At the same time,
consumers are enrolled in an
average of eight programs while
actively participating in only
five, demonstrating how quickly
an uninspiring program can
become irrelevant.

Small businesses can create
stronger loyalty by making
rewards simple and attainable,
providing meaningful value
without relying exclusively

on discounts, personalizing
benefits, offering experiences
and recognition, and measuring
whether the program actually
changes customer behavior.
Points and perks may encourage
another visit, but lasting loyalty
is created by something much
more fundamental: giving
customers an experience worth
returning to.
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A local business can spend
thousands of dollars trying to
become a familiar name in its
community. It can run digital
ads, mail postcards, boost
social media posts, sponsor
email campaigns, and work
constantly to improve its
visibility. Yet one of the most
effective ways to become
known locally is often much
simpler: become an active
part of the community you are
trying to reach.

That might mean attending
chamber events, sponsoring a
youth sports team, donating
to a food drive, volunteering
at a community festival,
hosting a fundraiser, joining

a nonprofit committee, or
partnering with another local
business.

Turning Community
Involvement Into Business

None of these activities

may look like traditional
advertising, but over time they
can accomplish something
advertising alone often
struggles to achieve. They

give people an opportunity to
become familiar not only with
the business name, but also
with the people behind it.

For small businesses,
community involvement
occupies an interesting space
between giving back and
growing the company.
Supporting a community
should be genuine. Customers
can usually recognize when a
business is participating only
because it wants publicity.

At the same time, there
is nothing wrong with

GROWTH

acknowledging that
meaningful community
participation can also produce
business benefits. Visibility,
trust, referrals, partnerships,
employee pride, and customer
loyalty can all develop from
relationships that begin
outside the traditional sales
process.

Research suggests that small
business owners already
understand this connection.
A U.S. Chamber of Commerce
Small Business Index survey
found that 91 percent of small
businesses believe businesses
should give back to their

local communities, while 80
percent said their business
had a clearly defined mission
that included giving back
locally.



The survey also found that 66
percent had donated to local
charities and 64 percent had
sponsored or donated goods
or services to local events
during the previous year.

Those numbers reflect
something fundamental about
small businesses.

They do not simply operate
in communities; they are
part of them. Their owners
and employees often live
nearby. Their customers
may be neighbors. Business
relationships overlap with
school activities, local events,
charitable organizations,
sports leagues, networking
groups, and other parts of
everyday community life.
The distance between the
company and the people

it serves is naturally much
smaller than it is for many
national brands.

That proximity can become

a competitive advantage,
particularly when small
businesses are facing pressure
to make every marketing
dollar work harder.

The U.S. Chamber's Q2 2026
Small Business Index found
that 57 percent of small
businesses identified inflation
as a top concern, while only
33 percent rated their local
economy as good. In that
environment, business owners
understandably become more
selective about where they
invest time and money.
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Community involvement

can be valuable because one
activity may serve several
purposes at once. Sponsoring
a local event can put the
company’s name in front

of hundreds of attendees,
provide photographs and
stories for social media,
introduce the owner to other
business leaders, generate
goodwill with an organization,
and create conversations with
potential customers.

A traditional advertisement
primarily delivers exposure.
Community participation

can create exposure and
relationships at the same time.

Those relationships often
develop gradually. Imagine

a homeowner who first

sees a local contractor’s
banner at a community
festival. A few weeks later,

the same person notices
photographs of the company’s
employees volunteering for a
neighborhood project.

Months later, a friend
recommends that contractor
when the homeowner begins
considering a renovation. By
the time the customer is ready
to make contact, the company
no longer feels unfamiliar.

No individual interaction
necessarily created the
sale. Together, they created
familiarity and trust.

This is why community
involvement should not be
approached as an immediate

lead generation tactic. Walking
into a charitable event and
trying to sell everyone in the
room is unlikely to produce
the kind of reputation a
business wants. The most
productive relationships often
begin long before anyone
needs the company’s product
or service.

A business owner who
regularly attends chamber
events, for example, may meet
dozens of people who never
become direct customers.

One may become a referral
source. Another could
become a supplier. Someone
else may introduce the owner
to a potential employee or
strategic partner. Years later,
another contact may become
one of the company’s largest
customers. Relationships rarely
fit neatly into a marketing
attribution report, but that
does not make them less
valuable.

Choosing the right activities

is therefore important. Local
businesses can receive a
steady stream of requests

for sponsorships, donations,
golf outings, advertisements,
fundraisers, event booths,

and charitable contributions.
Trying to support everything is
neither financially practical nor
strategically useful.

Owners should identify
several organizations, causes,
and events that genuinely
align with the business, its
customers, its employees, or
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the owner’s personal values.
A family-oriented company
might support schools, youth
sports, or family events. A
home improvement business
could become involved with
housing organizations or
neighborhood revitalization
efforts. A health-related
company might participate
in community wellness
initiatives. A pet business
could support an animal
rescue. The connection

does not need to be perfect,
but it should feel natural
enough that the business can
participate authentically.

Personal interest should also
influence the decision. An
owner who genuinely cares
about a particular cause

is more likely to remain
involved year after year. That
consistency matters because
community recognition
usually develops over time. A
company that sponsors the
same festival for five years

is more likely to become
associated with the event
than one that purchases

a sponsorship once and
disappears.

The same is true of business
organizations. Paying annual
dues to a chamber of
commerce and placing its
logo on the company website
does not automatically create
meaningful relationships.

The value usually comes
from participation. Attend
the events. Join a committee.
Introduce yourself to new

members. Volunteer when
help is needed. Follow up
with the people you meet.
Over time, the owner stops
being another name in the
membership directory and
becomes someone other
businesspeople actually know.

Consistency also makes
community support feel
more authentic. Most
consumers understand
that a business may receive
exposure from sponsoring
an event or supporting a
nonprofit. The problem occurs
when the publicity appears
more important than the
contribution.

Businesses should therefore
begin by asking where they
can be useful rather than
simply where they can place
their logo.

Financial contributions
certainly matter, particularly
because many community
organizations depend on
sponsorships and donations.

Money, however, is not

the only resource a small
business can provide. A
printing company could
donate signage for a nonprofit
event. A restaurant could
provide food for volunteers. A
marketing agency might help
an organization promote a
fundraiser. A contractor could
contribute labor or expertise
to a community improvement
project.

Contributing expertise can be

especially powerful because
it demonstrates what the
company does while solving a
real problem. It creates a story
based on action rather than
promotion.

A photograph of a company
logo on a sponsorship
banner provides visibility. A
photograph of employees
using their skills to help
renovate a nonprofit facility
tells people something about
the character and capabilities
of the business.

These activities also provide

a natural source of marketing
content. Small businesses
frequently struggle to decide
what to post on social

media or include in an email
newsletter. Community
participation creates stories
that already have people,
places, emotion, and local
relevance. Instead of inventing
another generic promotional
message, the business can
show what its team is actually
doing.

The tone of that content
matters. Community
involvement should not
become an endless series

of posts congratulating the
company for being generous.

Keep the organization and
the community at the center
of the story. Explain what
the nonprofit does, why the
event matters, who benefits,
and how customers can
participate. Thank organizers,
volunteers, fellow sponsors,



and employees. The business
will still receive visibility,

but the visibility becomes

a byproduct of telling a
worthwhile story.

Partnerships with other local
businesses can extend that
effect. The U.S. Chamber’s
community engagement
research found that 70
percent of small businesses
had encouraged employees
to shop at other local small
businesses. That instinct

to support neighboring
companies can become a
practical growth strategy
when businesses find ways to
introduce one another to their
customers.

A coffee shop and bakery
could collaborate on a
promotion. A salon and
boutique might organize a
customer event together.

A real estate agent could
develop relationships with
contractors, landscapers,
movers, and title professionals.

A gym might partner

with a nearby health-
oriented restaurant. These
arrangements allow each
business to reach an
established local audience
while providing something
useful to customers.

The real value in these
partnerships is often
borrowed trust. When a
business a customer already
knows recommends another
company, the introduction
carries a level of credibility

that a cold advertisement
does not have. A customer
may have never heard of the
second business, but the
recommendation gives it a
head start.

Event sponsorships can

work the same way when
businesses do more than
purchase a logo placement. If
a sponsorship includes tickets,
use them. Invite employees

or customers. If the company
has a booth, give people

a reason to stop. Promote

the event beforehand, take
photographs during it, interact
with other sponsors, and share
the organization’s content
afterward.

A $500 sponsorship can
remain a $500 logo on a
banner, or it can become
several months of community-
focused marketing. The
difference is usually the effort
surrounding the sponsorship.

Employees can help expand
that involvement while

also benefiting from it.
Volunteer activities give team
members an opportunity to
interact outside their usual
responsibilities and see their
employer contribute to
something beyond everyday
business operations.

Employees may also have
connections to organizations
the owner would never
discover independently.
Someone may coach youth
sports, volunteer with an
animal rescue, participate in a

school organization, or serve
on the board of a nonprofit.

Asking employees which
causes matter to them can
create stronger and more
authentic community
relationships. Participation
should generally be
encouraged rather

than forced. Mandatory
volunteering can quickly
undermine the goodwill

a community project is
intended to create.

Providing employees with
opportunities and allowing
them to become involved
voluntarily is more likely to
produce a positive experience.

Customers can become
participants as well.

A retailer might serve as a
collection point for a holiday
toy drive. A restaurant could
host a fundraising night

for a local organization. A
professional service company
might organize a food drive. A
business could use its location,
customer base, email list, or
social media following to help
an organization reach people
it otherwise could not.

These activities can increase
traffic and awareness, but
owners should maintain
perspective. The charitable
purpose needs to remain
legitimate. A company that
makes a small donation and
then spends significantly more
money telling everyone about
the donation risks creating
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the opposite impression from
what it intended.

Community involvement

can also create public
relations opportunities. Local
newspapers, magazines,
community websites,
television stations, and
neighborhood publications
are often interested in stories
about businesses contributing
to the community, particularly
when the activity has a
meaningful local impact.

A routine announcement
about a company’s products
may not generate attention,
but a business celebrating its
anniversary by raising money
for a food pantry or employees
donating their expertise to
improve a nonprofit facility
has a genuine community
story.

This type of earned visibility
can introduce the company to
audiences it may never reach
through its normal advertising.
It also provides third-party
recognition, which can carry
additional credibility.

The business is no longer the
only one saying it is involved
in the community; someone
else is telling the story.
Owners should still evaluate
community involvement with
reasonable business discipline.

Not every sponsorship will
generate customers, and
attempting to calculate

an exact return on every
charitable contribution can

)

S
undermine the purpose of
giving. However, businesses
can look at the broader results.

Did website traffic increase
around the event? Did people
interact with the company’s
social media content? Did new
customers mention seeing the
business in the community?
Were useful relationships
formed? Did employees
participate? Did referrals
follow?

Reputation should be part of
that evaluation even though
it is difficult to place neatly
into a spreadsheet. A business
that is consistently visible,
helpful, and involved becomes
familiar. Familiarity reduces
some of the uncertainty
people experience when
choosing a company they
have never used before.

The economic importance
of small businesses makes
this relationship especially

; -
significant. Small businesses
account for 99.9 percent of
U.S. businesses, according

to U.S. Small Business
Administration data. They
employ tens of millions of
Americans and play a central
role in local economies. When
a local company succeeds,
the effects can extend

to employees, suppliers,
charitable organizations,
municipalities, and other
businesses in the surrounding
community.

The relationship works in the
opposite direction as well.
Healthy communities provide
customers, employees,
infrastructure, suppliers,
business relationships, and
opportunities. Supporting the
community and growing the
company do not have to be
competing objectives. Over
time, each can reinforce the
other.

What owners should avoid
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is assuming that writing

a sponsorship check
automatically creates that
connection. The greatest
value comes from visibility,
participation, consistency, and
relationships. Those things
require more than placing a
logo on an event program.

They require showing up
repeatedly and becoming
someone people recognize.

For a business owner
wondering where to begin,
the strategy does not need

to be complicated. Choose
one or two organizations that
genuinely matter to you, your
employees, or your customers.

Attend local business events
regularly. Find opportunities
to contribute the company’s
expertise. Support other local
businesses. Involve employees
when appropriate. Share the
stories that naturally emerge
from those experiences
without turning every good
deed into an advertisement.

Then give the strategy time.
The return on community
involvement may not arrive
as a coupon code that can
be traced back to a particular
event.

It may appear six months
later when a new customer
says,"l've seen your company
everywhere! |t may come
when another business
owner recommends you to

a client, when a nonprofit
board member needs exactly

the service your company
provides, or when a potential
employee says they have
always heard good things
about the business.

Those opportunities are
difficult to manufacture
through advertising alone
because they grow from
something advertising
cannot purchase instantly:
relationships.

Community involvement

is ultimately a long-term
investment in familiarity
and trust. People become
accustomed to seeing the
business. They meet the
owner. They see employees
participating. They notice
that the company continues
supporting the community
even when there is no
immediate sale attached.

Over time, familiarity can
become trust, trust can
produce recommendations,
and recommendations can
create business opportunities.
The process is rarely
immediate, and it is not always
easy to measure, but for a
local company trying to build
a reputation that lasts, few
marketing assets are more
valuable.

The goal should never be

to turn every community
interaction into a sales
opportunity. It should be to
become the kind of business
people think of when an
opportunity eventually
appears.

That is when community
involvement becomes
business growth.

Community involvement can
become an important part

of a local business's growth
strategy when it is approached
as relationship building

rather than simply another
advertising channel.

U.S. Chamber research has
found that 91 percent of
small businesses believe
companies should give back
to their communities, with
many already supporting local
charities, events, and other
businesses.

The greatest long-term

value comes from choosing
causes that genuinely fit

the company, participating
consistently, developing
relationships with other local
organizations and businesses,
involving employees and
customers when appropriate,
and using the company’s
skills as well as its financial
resources to contribute.

The return may not always
appear immediately on

a marketing report, but
familiarity, trust, referrals,
partnerships, reputation, and
community visibility can all
influence future growth.

For a local business, showing
up for the community can
ultimately give the community
another reason to show up for
the business.



Don’t Let Holiday Ad Costs

Surprise You This Season

-

49%
of social shoppers plan to
spend more this holiday

A

| N
BRI .
0 .
| 1N | £
| L S A
o = ] S D
et

Q4 = Higher Ad Costs

Plan your holiday budget with

-

\

increased competition in mind.
11% higher
conversion

Meta testing found adding native
Reels creative produced an average
11% higher conversion rate and

5% lower cost per result.
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Nearly 1in4

shoppers are already vsing Al in
their shopping journey.

34.5% lower cost

per result
was delivered in properly
formatted vertical Reels video than
image ads in Reels campaigns.
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In-Store Sales

85% of social shoppers have
made an in-store purchase after

seeing something on social media.
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Meta reports advertisers

earn an average of $4+ for
every $1 spent on its

platferms, based on a study
covering over 1million campaigns.
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35 Statistics sourced from Meta for Business, 2026 Holiday Insights Center: Meta Ads Benchmarks.
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