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worked with agencies DMB&B, TBWA, and
BBDO in New York. His book DigiMarketing:
The Essential Guide to New Media and Digital
Marketing, was published in February.

Chandler Nguyen is a
Singapore-based search
marketing executive with
the international digital
agency DGM. Previously he

worked as a sales strategist with PurpleClick
Media, an internet marketing solutions agency
with a special focus on small and medium
enterprises.

Andrew Tu is responsible for
building the digital offering
for OMD and PHD across
Southeast Asia, and has
more than 16 years’

experience in digital and emerging media from
around the US and Asia. He previously worked
with pay-TV broadcaster Astro in its
multimedia division, was part of the start-up
team at Microsoft as the MSN portal rolled out,
and led Team Singtel at Y&R in Singapore.

Masterclass panel
Advertising campaigns always used to
mean big budgets. Big business gained a
big share of voice, and the little guys were
more or less silent. But the internet has
been the great equaliser, giving SMEs
(small and medium-sized enterprises) that
couldn’t hope to fund production of a 30-
second spot, much less the airtime to show
it, the potential to gain both worldwide
visibility and highly targeted hits.

With a few hours’ trial and error and
very little money, just about anyone with
basic computer literacy can build a
website, and even turn their hand to
online marketing. There’s a big difference,
though, between simply doing a bit of
digital, and doing it well.

Kent Wertime of OgilvyOne says the
biggest mistake small-budget marketers
make with digital is to spread their
investment too thin. “Don’t try to do a bit
of everything,” he says. “A bit of money
everywhere will have no effect anywhere,
so it’s best to start with one thing, do it
well, and when you have more to spend,
move into the next area.”

There are other common and
fundamental problems that put the
chances of success with small-budget
campaigns on a slippery slope. Digital
marketing advisor Chandler Nguyen says
too many SMEs are blindly following what
their competitors are doing, without
thinking about what’s right for them.

“They lack understanding of the
different channels, where they want to be
in the short or long term and whether the
business model is suitable for online. They
often don’t know how to judge the
performance of a digital campaign,” he
says. They also direct traffic to badly
designed, difficult-to-navigate websites.

Assuming, then, that an SME knows
what it wants to achieve with its digital
budget – better brand image, visibility of a

Digital for SMEs
One of the great benefits of online marketing is the low barrier to entry compared with traditional
media. This opens up all sorts of possibilities for small companies unable to afford a TV campaign.
But in a diverse and complex online sector, where should these low-budget advertisers start?
Words Jo Bowman

new product, etc. – it is vital that it
considers all the digital options available.
Importantly, OMD’s Andrew Tu notes, the
internet doesn’t start and finish with
Google and Yahoo!.

“The biggest mistake is the dependency
on using high-reach portals with the
rationale that ‘with our limited budget,
this is the best way to get the highest
reach’,” he says. With TV, that might be the
case but in the fragmented digital world,
it’s not necessarily so. Alternatives might
include ad networks where you buy into a
themed area such as travel, sport or social
media. “I can buy into the social media
vertical and get impressions that run
across multiple sites, even big-name sites
such as Facebook, Multiply and Imeem.”

Search is affordable even for small
businesses, says Wertime, and microsite
and mobile marketing can also be done for
reasonable costs of entry. “Consider pull-
down banners too, if the goal is simple
awareness and acquisition,” he says.

A small-budget campaign by OMD
Singapore for M&Ms chocolates involved
an MSN Messenger drive with icons,
winks and skins. The resulting buzz was
big because it was the right fit for the
brand, among the right audience.

Tu says the same rules of approach to
digital marketing should apply,
irrespective of the size of the budget. “The
fundamentals of planning are the same; at
the end of the day, the thought processes
and workflow are the same.”

The extent to which offline marketing
activity can be used as a driver of or
complement to the online work will be
different for smaller businesses, which
often cannot afford major activity offline.
But Nguyen says the small size of a
business can actually be an advantage in
the planning stages of a campaign.
“Multinational companies normally have
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management. But Wertime advises against
this. “Most reputable agencies don’t go
down this route, in part because it’s
important to steward the work over time,
not simply produce it cheaply, which often
doesn’t lead to success.”

The beginning of a digital campaign is
exactly that – the beginning. The work
that follows is no less important than that
leading up to the launch. “If the budgets
are small, make sure you reach the right
audience the first time around. Put a
message in place that will get them to act,
then optimise, optimise, optimise,” says Tu.

Nguyen says the key to success is to start
small and constantly evaluate how a
campaign is working along the way. “There
is no silver bullet; you must run, review
and optimise over and over again. If you
manage that, the sky’s the limit to what
you can achieve.” �

“It’s critical that the
business owner is
absolutely clear on
what he expects. If
not, it can backfire” 
Andrew Tu

What’s remarkable about this campaign is not only
what it achieved, but the fact that it was executed
on a budget of less than US$3,000. Orton
Gillingham Centre in Singapore is a private school
for students with dyslexia or other learning
difficulties. The centre, which helps children and
adults with English and mathematics, was
established in March last year. It launched a
search engine marketing campaign in June to
raise brand awareness of the centre among the
niche audience of people seeking information on
dyslexia. The centre is also a source of information
on the condition, and it sees public education as
part of its mission.

PurpleClick, an official partner both of Yahoo!
Southeast Asia and Google, was appointed to

select, refine and manage relevant key words to
increase the visibility of Orton Gillingham Centre
among the right audiences.

The centre’s sponsored link appeared above
natural listings when Google and Yahoo! searches
were carried out. The campaign also used the
Google content network during the peak search
season, ahead of school term time, to gain
prominence among people searching for related
information. With Google, there was a wider reach,
but while Yahoo! delivered fewer impressions for
the same keywords, the click-through rate on
Yahoo! was higher than on Google.

The campaign led to what the client called a
“significant” increase in traffic to the centre’s
website and a 300% increase in phone inquires.

Case study 
Orton Gillingham Centre

big marketing departments both locally
and regionally, and that means they have a
lot of constraints and red tape. It also
means corporate guidelines on identity are
enforced more strongly. Small businesses
can be much more dynamic and they can
make decisions much more quickly.” 

Deciding which element of digital
marketing will get you the biggest impact
and returns will depend what it is that
you’re trying to achieve.

“The great thing about digital
marketing these days is that there are so
many ways to purchase and pay for it,” says
Wertime. “Anything that is pay-for-
performance is arguably good bang for the
buck, if you're clear about what type of
performance you are seeking.” Generally,
though, he says affiliate marketing and
search can be very cost-effective.

Nguyen says a wise choice for
companies on a small budget is often
electronic direct mail, using a company’s
existing database. “The cost of acquiring a
customer is much higher than maintaining
one, so electronic DM can help customer
retention, expanding the lifetime value of
a customer by offering them discounts and
promotions via email.”

Electronic DM can cost virtually
nothing, if a company does it itself and
uses technology it already has. Beyond
that, there’s something for every budget.
Nguyen argues that to design a good six-
page web site with one sign-up form – the
minimum on which to base a search
campaign – will cost about US$200. 

Going it alone
So, if money’s tight, should an SME try to
do most of the planning and execution
itself? “There’s no straightforward answer
to this,” says Tu. “Sometimes, I find that
for the more niche B2B players, it is better
for them to manage their digital marketing
– their pay-per-click and search engine
optimisation – in-house because they are
in the best position to understand and sell
the benefits of their products,” he says. 

If the product is less niche, then it may
be better to seek outside help because you
can tap into a partner with a broader
exposure to different brands and products,
enhancing the campaign. That said, adds
Tu, “it is critical that the business owner is
absolutely clear on what he or she expects,
and briefs the partner accordingly. If not, it
can backfire.”

Orton Gillingham Centre... the school developed a successful search campaign for less than US$3,000

Wertime is less generous about the
results an amateur can get. “Do-it-yourself
generally looks do-it-yourself and, unless
you really know what you’re doing, you
could wind up with material that doesn't
function properly,” he warns.

Some independent strategists are
willing to provide consultancy only, and let
the client do the implementation and
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