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Entrepreneurial Marketing at Big Ass Fans

Introduction

The purpose of this work is to identify an organisation that seems to illustrate the art of being a small business
owner/manager. The company chosen for this report is Big Ass Fans (hereafter BAF), a Kentucky-based firm that

primarily manufacturers fans and lights for industrial and commercial use. It meets the criteria of the Small

Business Administration's (SBA, 2016) definition of a small business as it has less tha s. It was
chosen for that reason but also because it is a quirky company, which attracted the auth i ecause there
was enough data on the company's practices to align it with the theory [ni edh i module. The

organisation spun off from a small fan manufacturing shop that Carey Smith (the BA

evaluating practice against academic artic

Rowley, 2011), the way Big Ass Fans

Entrepreneurial Marketing

The uniqueness of . ntext of a small business was recognised by scholars from decades ago

Forge, 1992). In fact, many proposed that SME marketing could be characterised as

tokes, 2000; Burns, 2012), a distinctive style that is "inherently informal, simple and
haphazar Jones & Rowley, 2011, p. 27), resulting from the unique factors that are relevant to the
small business, including the small size, marketing limitations, lack of formal and organisational structures,
communication systems and other factors (Bridge & O'Neill, 2013). Thus, although marketing textbooks (Kotler &
Keller, 2006; Kotler, 2014) traditionally advocate top-down approach called STP whereby (i) segments of the
market identified and developed, (ii) an assessment of each segment is executed and (iii) selected, and then finally

(iv) the marketing mix, or the four P's, is executed in a unique way to differentiate the offerings from competitors
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so obtain a unique positioning, small organisations do not use this approach. Indeed, Stokes (2000) challenged this
traditional view by suggesting an alternative paradigm; namely, that successful entrepreneurs execute marketing
and unconventional ways. Through a 4l entrepreneurial marketing model. Unconventionality happens to define

BAF, and Stokes 4l entrepreneurial marketing model is aligned with BAF's strategy, and in many ways, as assessed

more below.

Innovation

The first 'I' of the 41 model is innovation (Stokes, 2010). Although there are several di itions of what
innovation is (Baregheh et al., 2009), it may be understood as making increme to products and

services (Stokes, 2010). Certainly, innovation is applicable at BAF, and itfhas to be

development and innovation (Skea, 2013

for the development of fans (what ca kaDonk," now called, "The Kitchen" (Mochari, 2014). As well
as the strategic partnership that itS’s ith the American Society of Interior Designers provides them
ep t

design and make it more traffic to customers (Skea, 2013). The

with the opportunity to i

patents (wit ding) that BAF has secured.

It is likely that the employees who work for BAF are more willing to be creative and invest their time and energy
for the firm considering the amount of care and attention the company gives to its employees. To give some
examples, the average wage for the employees exceeds the national average by 30% (approximately $25 an hour,

before benefits) (Skea, 2013), BAF allows engineers to pursue the projects they want, they encourage employees
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to rotate into different jobs to keep them "happy and motivated" (Stelle, 2013, p. 1) and other reports (Watson,
2021) also indicate that the firm has a five o'clock quitting time that is "legendarily enforced", offers work-life
balance policies, has pool tables on the job site so employees can relax, offers company picnics and creates a
family atmosphere that likely increases intrinsic motivation for most of the individuals working there. These are all
factors that increase perceived organisational support (POS) (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). This is also likely

facilitated by the lack of hierarchy where, according to the UK Institute for Workplace Innovati t BAS "people

from different departments and managerial levels tend, and are encouraged to come e
(Werner & Swanberg, 2012, p. 18). The overall goal of these policies likely lea oi i employee

retention, the latter being a key goal because as Smith observes

“It’s not always just about the skills; it’s about understanding the busine$s, and that takes some time for a new

employee. To be able to hang on to your staff that’s been thgfé®and that erstands the business is a real

advantage." (Pullen, 2015, p. 1). .
Investing in innovation as BAF does, whether it j ting rch and development or using the policies that
are discussed above, provides them wi e op to ca out new markets and reach out to new

i
customers, too. Gwelen Paliaga, whogis, pa an Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning

Engineers said that there is "litera e the industry who is taking ceiling fan products and pushing
them" (Sloan, 2012, p. 1), w g th d trying to make a revolution in them in the same way that BAF's
engineers and desi do mith said, "with manufacturing, people assume you're making a fan, and

bu're always trying to cut the cost But that's not how it works at all" (Sloan, 2012).

ides the company with the ability to add value in the product and increase the value

proposition 01) that is delivered to the customer, as Smith seems to be hinting at in the quote above.

Identifying Target Markets

Identification of target markets is the next aspect of Stokes (2010) model, and what it confers is that small
businesses like BAF tend to occupy niche markets where they serve a unique group of customers (for BAF, mostly

industrial/commercial). However, the execution of identifying target markets is done differently, through
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'entrepreneurial targeting' (Stokes, 2010) where the small business owner or manager will (i) identify a market
opportunity, (ii) attract an initial customer BAFe and (iii) expand by word-of-mouth. This is then 'bottom-up'
instead of the 'top-down' marketing approach that is commonly found in marketing textbooks, and the theoretical

approach that is described by Stokes (2010) does apply at BAF.

Indeed, as it pertains to (i) the identification of the market opportunity could be seen with the way that Smith

(including Dr. Richard Ainsley, the head of R&D and the "leading mind" behind t

the idea of giant airflow-altering fans, hence the creation of the HVLS E 1 volume, low speed)

(Pullen, 2015) that would later be renamed to BAF. So the first part, i ify market opportunity, was evident.

Also, from the way that the company's founder, Smith, identifi e opportuni d decided to take on risk, does

suggest that he has what scholars (Jones & Rowley, 201 preneurial orientation, which is usually

defined in accordance with specific characteristics such ing, proactiveness as well as innovation.

As pertaining to (ii) attracting an initial mer ge concern for Smith and explains why he
encouraged free trial periods as it ini n which to get the product into factories and warehouses
(Werner & Swanberg, 2012): "it is 0 ain selling trends; we get people understand so that they can

their existing customers" (Werner & Swanberg, 2012, p. 17). In this

Interactive Marketing

Stokes (2010) also suggests that in smaller firms, the ability of the owner/managers to be able to establish
relationships or dialogs that the customer is the fundamental selling point and so there is much emphasis in
responsiveness and interaction, or relationship building, with clients and perhaps in comparison with traditional

firms. Indeed, in traditional marketing, most organisations emphasize a transactional relationship (Li & Nicholls
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2000), whereas with small businesses the relationship view is much more critical. Interactive marketing, like the

other 'I''s in Stokes (2010) model is also applicable to BAF.

To give an example, Smith at BAF explains that today, as it has from the start, creates customers by emphasising
relationships. Hence one of the core aspects of marketing at BAF is that a has a direct sales team. As the company

website states, "no middlemen, no mark-ups, no B.S." (BAF, 2016), implying the firm's executives value working

demonstrating an attitude towards "consistent customer dedi

sales team for its fans to sell to customers (industrial and r ey also have employees who, in Smith's

e
words, "focus exclusively on our relationships with int ners" (Skea, 2013, p. 1) so that they are able to

create relationships in that way, too.

The desire to emphasize relationships ins"why the company does not use traditional marketing

techniques that large organisatio elllike television or other kinds of mass marketing techniques

ns, 2012). Instead, BAS seems much more value in "listening to our

way to not ase awareness and visibility but to attract new customers and communicate directly with
customers. They do however use magazine such as Elle Decor and others in order to raise awareness about the

product, as well as local papers like the New York Times or USA Today (Rooney, 2010).

Informal Information Gathering
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The last aspect of the model implies that the owner/manager will keep an eye on trends in the marketplace were
generally through informal networks, whether speaking to customers, suppliers or staff, rather than executing the
more formal approaches to market research as pressure companies may decide to use (Stokes, 2010). Evidence
for informal information gathering also exists, such as the way that BAF was pulled into the residential market.
Originally, BAF's focus was to get products to commercial or industrial organisation, but they were actually "pulled

into" the consumer space because, as Al Barlow, the chief marketing officer at BAF indicates, started to get

make an effort in this, let's do it right" (Rooney, 2010, p. 1). Thus, rather than de pical marketing
tools and tactics that may be used to execute strategy, including fo ce PEST (examining
macroenvironmental factors like political, social, economic and technologi s) or SWOT or using market

research to inform strategy, informal approaches are us ai‘here is evidence of a 'bottom-up'

approach rather than a top-down strategy. This the_literature that shows small businesses or

entrepreneurial firms may have different mar including a better understanding of customer

needs (Hill et al., 200).

The application of informal inform@tion gatherin n even be seen in the way that BAF went from focusing only

on fans to focus on offerin

ting an entirely new division Haiku Home, focusing on smart home
cha was elicited not because the executives invested in qualitative or
yut because of the way they were able to 'keep their ear to the ground' and stay

(Lectures). For instance, BAF executives realised there was an opportunity to tap

ted home technologies as customers talked to the company about ways to save their
electric bills. So as Smith said, "what the consumer is actually asking for is a house where they can walk from their
bedroom to their child's bedroom, and it is automatically lit appropriately [...it's an anticipatory, responsive
environment" (Crist, 2016). That fostered a new vision for the company, one where it is not focused exclusively on
building fans but providing broader solutions for its clients. Vertically integrating into building software for smart

homes is easier, according to Smith, because they have already been adding coders for firmware and sees the
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transition to software easier than moving from being a software company to a manufacturing one (Crist, 2016).
Therefore, this is an example that shows how the corporate strategy might change as a result of the informal
information gathering approaches, signalling it might be more effective than formal techniques in being able to
identify and respond to opportunities in the market. The use of the strategy also reveals how companies may avoid
market myopia (that is, being too product or inward focused) and develop the market orientation that has been

hailed as a critical success factor for firms of all sizes, whether small or large.

Although a private company, which means does not disclose its sales, it did |
fastest-growing companies in the United States (Werner & Swanberg, 20 t, however, have any

plans to take the company public, explaining that it is not a success to him{fihe sells his business:

“We don't need that because we're able to make money, andiwe don't nﬂsomebody else telling us what to
do. We can do whatever the hell we want. There's nohody s g the ck price is down and do this to fix it,"

he said. "The fact that we're privately held ma | ce" (Sloan, 2012, p. 1).

As long as Smith is at the helm of BAF t conventional approach used by smaller organisations

will continue, as will growth., an shows the benefit of moving away from the rational, top-down approach.

Indeed, as Hills et al. (20 ful entrepreneurs do not act in accordance with the sequential

behaviour assumed by mark heony; instead, as Smith does, the entrepreneur " continuously with the market,

erences present in their minds, always thinking of how to improve customer value"

dence provided here, this is insight that applies to BAF.

Overall, the purpose of this work was to assess the literature on a theme chosen, entrepreneurial marketing, to
determine whether, in that case, there is alignment with theory and practice. Based on the company chosen, BAF,
it shows there is a relationship with theory and practice. Indeed, the components of the 4l model, innovation,

entrepreneurial targeting, interactive marketing as well as informal information gathering were all evident. This
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shows that, indeed, the way that marketing is carried out by smaller organizations differs from the traditional

techniques and strategies that may be preferred by larger firms.

Reflection

This module helped me to understand the way small businesses operate, from start-up to marketing and branding.

This assignment helped me to understand the relationship between theory and practice as pertajning to marketing

in particular, but in reading the sources on the company, | could have very well wrote ab nsidering
the company was self-financed by the CEO), or branding (the firm has a unique name an uses Twitter
for branding). | also learned a lot from the first assignment, using higher standarc S itical evaluation

so that, this time, | was able to generate deeper insight and appreciatiodthow exe in small companies in

real life (seeing how they apply 'innovation' and 'informal information gathesing instance). | now understand
t

f
some of the differences between large MNCs and small organiSations and ‘y he latter differs in operation and

execution.



©ALL RIGHTS RESERVED GOESSAYS® |9

References

BAF. (2016). [online] Available at: http://www.bigassfans.com/companyy/.

Baregheh, A. et al. (2009). Towards a multidisciplinary definition of innovation. Management Decision, 47(8), 1323-

1339.

Bridge, Simon, & O'Neill, Ken. (2013). Understanding Enterprise: Entrepreneurship and sm iness (4 ed.).

Palgrave Macmillan

Burns, P. (2012). Entrepreneurship and small business. London, Palgrave.

Crist, R. (2016).At CES, Big Ass Fans wants to save the smart home from itself. CNET. ine]  Available at:

http://www.cnet.com/news/a-big-move-into-the-smart-home-for-b utions-ces-2016/

Hills, G. E., & R. W. LaForge (1992). Marketing and entrepr tate of the art, pp 164-190. in the state

of the art of entrepreneurship. Eds. D.Sextan, a . Boston: PWS-KENT publishing,

Hills, G.E. et al. (2008). The evolution an velop eurial marketing. Journal of Small Business

Management, 46(1), 99-11

Jones, R., & Rowley, J. ntrepren@urial marketing in small businesses: A conceptual exploration.

International Small ess Jarnal, 29(!), 25-36.

arketing management. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Mochari, I. (2014). The Remarkable Story Behind a Company's Simple Name Change. Inc. [online] Available

at: http://www.inc.com/ilan-mochari/reinvention-central/big-ass-solutions-reinvention.html

Morris, M. H., and G. Paul (1987). The relationship between entrepreneurship and marketing in established firms.

Journal of Business Venturing, 2(3), 247-259



©ALL RIGHTS RESERVED GOESSAYS® |10

Piercy, N.F. (2001). Market-led strategic change: New marketing for new realities. The Marketing Review, 2(4), 385-

404.

Pullen, J.P. (2015). How this fan company is proving it has more than just a good name. Entrepreneur. [online]

Available at: https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/248915

Rhoades, L., & Eisenberger, R. (2002). Perceived organizational support: A review of the literature. Journal of

Applied Psychology, 87(4), 698-714.

Rooney, J. (2010). Big Ass Fans Keeps Its Cool as It Moves Into Consumer Marke ) i vailable at:

http://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/big-ass-fans-cool-moves-consu

SBA. (2016). Frequently asked questions. [online] Available at:

https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/FAQ_Sept_2

Siguaw, J.A. et al. (2006). Conceptualizing innovati amework for study and integration of

innovation research. Journal of Product Innovati eme

Skea, M. (2013). Carey Smith of Big Ass s On_the of Designer Collaboration. ICON. [online] Available at:
http://icon.asid.org/index‘p/2013/11/ arey-smith-of-big-ass-fans-on-the-value-of-designer-

, 556-574

collaboration/

Sloan, S. (2013). Fo an oing against grain comes naturally. Kentucky. [online]  Available at:

om/news/business/article44362893.html

Stelle, ne beloved boss on what makes a great leader. [online] Available at:
http://www.fastcompany.com/3020706/leadership-now/one-beloved-boss-on-what-makes-a-great-

leader.

Stokes, D. (2000). Entrepreneurial marketing: a conceptualisation from qualitative research. Qualitaitve Market

Research: An International Journal, 3(1), 47-54.



©ALL RIGHTS RESERVED GOESSAYS® |11

Taneja, S., & Toombs, L. (2014).Putting a face on small businesses: Visibility, viability and sustainability: The impact

of social media on small business marketing. Academy of Marketing Studies Journal,

Watson, H.C. (2012). Big Ass Fans’ Carey & Nancy Smith: Fan-Powered power couple. ACE Weekly. [online]
Available at: http://www.aceweekly.com/2012/02/big-ass-fans-carey-nancy-smith-fan-powered-

power-couple/

Werner, M., & Swanberg, J.E. (2012). Building high tech entreprenuership. UK Institute fi novation.

[online] Available at: http://www.uky.edu/Centers/iwin/workplace_research/St .of. ss.pdf



