“15 Rules to Market Yourself” 

by Jonathan Klane, M.S.Ed., CIH, CHMM, CET

Being a health and safety consultant and a sole-proprietor, my family depends on my ability to generate revenue (i.e., bring in some bucks!).  When I started my business, I had already been a consultant for many years and knew the trade.  I also did my research.  Out of that experience (and for a presentation to a marketing class) I came up with the following 15 rules to market by.  Now you may wonder why I’d be willing to share these “gems” with others if they’re so good.  If you haven’t figured it out by the end of this article, I’ll tell you.  

1. Never go anywhere without your business cards!

When I started my business, I decided that I would always have my business cards with me.  I could never understand it when I would meet someone in a professional setting and ask for their card only to be told “Gee, I guess I don’t have any on me”.  It’s a lost opportunity that I knew I could ill afford being in business for myself.  I have met potential clients and given them my card at the grocery store, an indoor playground, a wine tasting party, the recycling center, and my son’s school.  People who work for clients go to these and every other place as I do.  By the way, my wife (and partner in business and life) also carries my cards with her wherever she goes.  She too has given out my cards to future clients.  

2. Every contact or meeting is an opportunity!

Only every opportunity is not obvious, at least not to start.  I was contacted years ago when I was a college instructor by a recent industrial hygiene (IH) graduate who wanted to know if I knew of any job prospects.  I told her of one I was aware of at another area university.  I spent a while trying to give her the benefit of whatever advice I could.  Years later she contacted me regarding some technical questions she had.  Again, I spent a while on the phone giving her my advice.  A little while after that she called to ask me to do some work for the university.  I’ve been back since to do additional work.  While I was a college instructor, I had the pleasure of helping students get practicum experiences (internships or co-ops).  Of course, like any good teacher I have kept up with many of my former students in their on-going professional lives.  I have even done work for two of them.  Repeatedly.  

3. Get your degree/pursue professional credentials!

There is no such thing as being over qualified or too educated in this profession.  Make no mistake about it, degrees (and advanced degrees) are valued – and not just by higher education either.  I have two degrees – a bachelor’s in geology and a master’s in adult education.  My geology degree got me my first job in IH.  It also saved me from the unemployment lines when the economy did a nosedive in 1991, but environmental consulting was taking off like a rocket.  Additionally, it helped me qualify to sit (successfully) for the Certified Industrial Hygienist (CIH) exams.  My adult education degree helps qualify me as a credible trainer.  It helped get me another job when I was in danger of being “bumped” out of my teaching position.  It also helps me to get work doing training for large companies (think Fortune 500) that demand appropriate credentials.  Speaking of credentials, get some.  Everyone has initials after their name – I ought to know, I’ve got several.  In this industry (environmental, health and safety or EHS) there are many quality credentials available – each with their own specialization.  Face it, our industry isn’t like engineering, law, or medicine, where you have one designation and that does it all.  Where they have one (and then specialize and practice only within their area of expertise), we have many designations that allow for a varied practice.  The CIH is by far my most important one for me.  First it saved me once again from the scrap heap.  I was this close (picture my thumb and forefinger almost touching) to being let go, when I got my CIH.  I went from not enough work (and therefore not enough billable hours - the metric of choice for consultants) to more work and therefore “billability” than one could imagine.  I was in demand.  I was working for a global environmental consulting company at the time with few CIHs who did “outside work” (i.e., for outside clients as opposed to in-house consulting).  Instantly I was here, there, and everywhere.  I was sent to New York state – repeatedly (I was and am based in Maine).  I went to Phoenix to lead an audit team on a project.  My curriculum vitae went out on more proposals and qualifications packages than there are out-of-staters on Route 1 in Maine in the summer (trust me – that’s a lot)!  If we had ever won all of the work, I’d still be trying to finish it today!  I have two other designations that I use, and I’ll probably be going for yet another this year.  They’re a great learning experience and opportunity!

4. Network, network, network!

There are three rules for real estate – location, location, location.  Same goes for marketing yourself – network, network, network.  You can’t do too much of it.  The cliché “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know” has some truth to it (which is why it’s cliched).  People hire people they know and know well.  People also refer a colleague or peer to someone they know.  After all, think about it; if no one knew who you were, how could they be expected to contact you for a job.  I’ve been in business for myself for going on two years now.  After the first round of calls telling people I was “taking the big step”, I have yet to have to pick up the phone to call others for work – the phone keeps ringing (thankfully); and it’s not always someone I know.  Many times I’ll get a call because someone else referred them to me.  Someone else (a friend, a colleague, a client, a fellow consultant, an insurer, a regulator) will be asked by another person, “who can I call to do this work?”  You want them to think of you first.  It comes down to simple math – the more people you know, the more likely you will get thought of, get the call, and get the job.  

5. Be versatile, be adaptable!

Someone much smarter than I once said, “those who are unwilling to change are doomed to stagnate” (or something close to that).  It’s so true, especially in today’s ever-changing world.  A professor of mine explained that for the first time society is changing faster than each generation is created.  I have heard that those entering the job market today can expect to have at least five different careers (not just different jobs) and that two of them haven’t been invented yet!  Think about it - whoever heard of a “web designer” fifteen years ago?  Now it’s one of the hottest jobs.  But it goes even deeper than this.  My willingness to adapt has saved my job (and me from the unemployment line).  When my former employer had to decide what to do about my department’s shrinking business, I was chosen to be transferred into another department while many others were let go.  I adapted – the others collected unemployment.  

6. Be a life-long learner!

Someone else smarter than I said “To stop learning is to stop living”.  A lack of willingness to learn amounts to professional death today.  In a changing world, one needs to learn new skills to survive.  If there is one thing I know how to do it’s how to learn.  This has helped me acquire new skills, new projects, new clients, and new credentials.  The more I learn, the more things I can do (and the better I can do them).  The more things I can do, the more job offers I get, and the more valuable I am to my company or clients.  

7. Join professional associations!

Many of my clients belong to the same professional organizations that I do.  So do many of my colleagues and peers who are either likely to hire me or refer me to someone else.  Being a fellow member (and attending meetings), gives me the opportunity to network with them and keep my face in front of them.  Remember, you want them to think of you first when they need someone.  Being a Board Member or working on a committee together just increases the amount of time that you’ll get to spend with them.  As an added benefit, most professional organizations have educational sessions at their meetings, too.  

8. Take on new challenges and projects!

When I worked for a larger environmental consulting company many years ago, I was made the Equipment Manager.  As is typical, it involved more duties and responsibilities for no more wages (and certainly no prestige or respect).  I took it on.  I learned everything about our equipment I could.  I was sent to two manufacturers’ training courses on maintaining, calibrating, and repairing their equipment – training I put to good use that made me more valuable to my employer and which developed my (transferable) skills.  Again, when others were let go, I was retained – I was too valuable to afford to lose.  At the same company, I was asked to take on and learn EPA level 4 data validation for our Superfund sites.  Sounds impressive, doesn’t it.  Actually it means having to pour through boxes of laboratory data and generate a written report of the data’s validity.  A very tedious, painstaking months-long process.  Again I took it on.  I became even more valuable to my company and I learned much about laboratory analysis, data, validity, etc.  It has helped me in my professional career including succeeding at the CIH exam.  

9. Present or train at every opportunity - even for free!

Most of my work is training, I am an educator as well as a consultant.  When I started on my own, a colleague (who also consulted but didn’t provide training services) told me that I was lucky to be able to do training.  When I asked him why, he said that when he went into business for himself he took a seminar on having your own business.  The presenter said that doing training or presentations was the best type of marketing – you’re actually showcasing your skills and advertising your services without it being perceived as such.  I have presented repeatedly for no fee, only to have someone approach me afterwards about providing their organization with similar or related services for a fee.  

10. Excel at what you do (best)!

No one wants to hire the second best candidate.  It’s important to be “the tops” in your field or in some niche or market of your field.  By always striving to provide the best training services, I’m looked on as such.  When it comes to professional services, opinions do matter – it’s how you get referrals.  On the few occasions when I’ve lost a bid to another trainer, it has usually been because of cost, never the quality of the services.  

11. Develop a (great) reputation, be well-respected!

People talk about you, me, each other all the time – count on it.  The first thing people usually talk about is how bad something is – a meal, a movie or show, and especially service.  That goes double for professional services.  Word of mouth is my most important advertising tool.  When I started my business, I decided that as a consultant and trainer, my brochure should have testimonials – quotes from previous clients touting my services.  I was very fortunate to have many clients offer to provide me with a quip.  Not every one of my fellow consultants is highly regarded.  I have been hired (including by other consultants) because they respect me (and not the others).  

12. Be a generalist with multiple specialties!

Some colleagues of mine provided only one type of IH consulting.  When that market went soft for an extended period of time, they went out of business.  An ability to provide several different services allows you to continue in other areas during “dry” times in one market segment.  My training has gotten me consulting projects and my ability to provide one type of training has repeatedly gotten me other training jobs.  But I have to make sure that people know that I can provide various services.  I often get comments like, “Oh, I didn’t know that you can do that, too”.  After I tell them that I sure can and do, they often ask me to do so.  

13. Prove yourself!

The President of a small, but growing environmental consulting company told me early in my career that “in this business, you have to prove yourself – it may only be once or a couple of times, but once you do prove yourself you have it made”.  He was right about that (as well as many other things).  You might think of this as “paying one’s dues” or “earning someone’s respect”.  You have to establish your ability to do the job and do it right.  Once you do that, others will believe in you.  They will be much more willing to hire you, retain you, or refer others to you.  

14. Develop professional relationships!

One of the most difficult things to do and do well.  I have many what I call “professional friendships”.  People that I have met and gotten to know through work.  Our relationship has grown into a friendship.  Some of my friends are clients, too; others might refer work to me (including fellow consultants).  It’s not a case of cronyism, but rather that one is more likely to hire someone whose skills and work ethic you know and know well.  In the end, I know that unless I do good work, I won’t get the job; and they know that in the end their friendship is far more important to me than the job.  

15. Above all, make sure it makes you happy!

My Dad once told me that it doesn’t matter what I wanted to do with the rest of my life, but he had three requirements.  First, I had to decide by the time I was 40 (I was 20 at the time, so 40 seemed like forever to me – now it seems rather imminent).  Second, I had to do something besides putting tab A into slot B all day.  Third, whatever it was I chose, it had to make me happy – because if I wasn’t happy, nothing else would matter.  He was right.  I’ve had different jobs in my career and those that I wasn’t happy at didn’t matter.  When you are happy at what you do, it shows.  It shines through.  People can tell that you’re happy.  They feel good for you, want to be with you, and are more likely to hire you.  Think about it, no one likes to be around someone who’s miserable all of the time.  

So, did you figure it out yet – why share my “secrets” for successful marketing with others?  Well, besides the importance and value of sharing one’s knowledge with one’s peers and the inherent community-like atmosphere of the industrial hygiene profession, there’s a more important reason.  Think of it as rule #16 – publish!  Getting your name in print, being an “expert” on a subject is a form of marketing in of itself.  I’ve authored a book, two technical articles, and a textbook chapter.  It has put me in touch with many others.  Publishing is also self-fulfilling – i.e., the more you do, the easier it gets to do it and to get published.  Think of others whose names you recognize when you see them.  Think about all of the others also reading the article and seeing the author’s name.  And so, here is mine.  
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