Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

Have fax will travel
At the age of 23 while majoring in marketing at a state university in California, Heather Kinney started the export arm of Gold Source Computers, Inc., a reseller of computer hardware, peripherals, and software. When she began at the firm, her recommendations that the company expand into exporting were resisted. The firm took the risk only when Heather agreed to sell exclusively on commission to the foreign markets.
If Heather had read the traditional textbooks, she might have been demoralized. She was young, spoke no foreign language, had not visited the countries she would be selling to, and had no foreign contacts or connections. On the plus side she was energetic, enthusiastic, and confident. She was also knowledgeable about her product and a credible spokesperson. She said that if you are going to succeed marketing globally, you have “to learn to think outside the box.” You have to take a chance.
She targeted two countries, Germany and Ireland. She chose Germany because of its robust economy and because she had a cousin who worked for Hewlett-Packard Germany. She thought the contact might be useful. She selected Ireland because her last name is Irish and she could communicate in English. The Irish connection turned out to be a real icebreaker; in most telephone conversations the prospective client would remark how Kinney was one of the oldest clans in Ireland.
She generated her leads from a variety of sources, including the Yellow Pages for telephone books from the large cities in these countries, subscriptions to personal computer magazines in the foreign countries, and Frost and Sullivan Reports. From the Export Interest Directory, a listing of U.S. companies interested in exporting their products and or services internationally, she learned about the competition, what they were exporting and where. The Irish Trade Board developed a promotional packet that contained information about a company that turned out to be one of her best customers. She attended Comdex, the largest electronics and computer trade show in the United States. According to Heather, “Comdex is a magnet for international dealers and distributors where I felt like the foreigner.” At the trade show, she collected literature that foreign companies had developed to market themselves and used it as sources for telephone, fax, and other information about potential customers.
Having secured a list of contacts, she faxed a form to 500 prospects. The sales did not come overnight. First she had to build trust electronically, which she identified as one of the most critical determinants of her success. To build this trust, she telephoned her prospects to establish a rapport. She was pleasant and personable and took a real interest in the people on the other end of the line. Her approach was to first ask about the company and then to ask about the people. Heather believes that “people enjoy talking about themselves.” She has made many friends electronically.
Frequent contact and follow-up were also important for building trust electronically. She would send the customers product information, information on specials, and lots of promotional material. She would follow up immediately on any requests for information.
She always treated the customer as part of her selling team rather than the object of her selling efforts. “You can’t sell without them.” Heather would often provide her customers with information about U.S. market trends. For example, if the price of memory chips dropped, she passed along the information. More often than not within a couple of weeks the same thing happened abroad. The customers were grateful for the insight and came to trust Heather more and more.
Within three months, Heather received her first wire transfer for $20,000 for a shipment of 300 CD-ROMs from Ireland from someone she had never seen for a product that had not yet been shipped. Heather had succeeded in building trust electronically.
The firm now sells its products to Ireland, Germany, the United Kingdom, and Norway, still using the techniques Heather introduced.
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