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years ago, buying a computer was a
lot like buying a tent. Both required

trips to a specialty store. Both products were
technical, complicated and poorly marketed.
If there was any supporting literature at all,
it was so full of jargon and insider language
that it read like a foreign language. At retail,
store associates had a tendency to speak down
to potential customers, stressing their ex-
pertise by making it painfully clear how little
the average consumer knew. At best, it was
an intimidating retail experience for the bud-
ding computer user or outdoor enthusiast. 

Nowadays, it’s gotten a lot easier to buy a
computer. But while retailers and manufac-
turers in the outdoor industry have evolved
dramatically since the ’80s, it’s quite apparent
that our little industry still has a long way to
go to match the consumer-friendly inclu-
siveness of the home electronics market.
While there’s plenty of room for improvement
at retail, it must be pointed out that the prob-
lem with communicating product messages
often starts with the manufacturers.

It isn’t that manufacturers are trying to be elit-
ist. It’s just that many are so focused on com-
peting with one another, they appear to have for-
gotten they’re competing for new consumers as
much as they are for consumer loyalty. While
the battle to achieve that mythical grand prize
of being able to claim technical superiority and
authenticity keeps gearheads and wannabies run-
ning from brand-to-brand in a never-ending quest
for the latest gear, it doesn’t do a lot to encourage
the beginner to take up new outdoor sports. Soon-
er or later, we’re all going to need to convert that
beginner to a regular participant. 

So how do you welcome new customers
without watering down your hardcore brand

image? It’s pretty easy. Just do a better job of
telling your customers about your products. As
a graphic design firm that caters to the outdoor
industry, we’ve seen more than our fair share
of packaging, product instructions and user
manuals. What we see is often either so full of
jargon or so poorly designed that it’s virtual-
ly meaningless to the novice or intermediate
outdoor consumer. 

A company that thinks nothing of allocat-
ing thousands of hours to designing a tent
that’s easy to set up will turn around and sell
that tent with a Xeroxed page of instructions
that makes a VCR manual look like an easy
read. Brands that spend hundreds of thou-
sands in advertising to reach mainstream con-
sumers clog up their packaging with phrases
like “40D stress reinforcement panels” and
“Rated at 6 CFM.” 

This tech talk is meaningless to anyone out-
side of the industry. Hell, a good deal of it is
meaningless to anyone who works outside
product development departments. The most
you can say for it is that it bamboozles the
consumer into thinking: “Gee, this must be
pretty high-tech stuff. I don’t understand a
word of it.”

QUIT TALKING TECH
With the most modest investment of resources
and a little attention to detail, any brand can
gut through technical mumbo jumbo and con-
nect with customers. Giving consumers prod-
uct information they can understand has a
number of tangible benefits:

» Clear explanations of features and benefits
can justify the high price points associated
with many outdoor products. Many brands
in the outdoor specialty channel are at-
tempting to stake out a premium position. If
you need to convince a potential buyer that»st
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Ditch the techy jargon and give customers the real deal
with COMMON SENSE LANGUAGE they can understand. 
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Good looks, intelligence and charm. The Energy Series from ASOLO, really does give you the very 
best of all possible worlds. First, you’ve got tough water-resistant upper plus a GORE-TEX®

inner lining. Second, the most advanced footbed available anywhere. ASOLO’s own DUO ASOFLEX®

technology unifies a shock absorbing mid with a stiffer anti-torsion layer beneath. Add a PU midsole 
and bi-density rubber out sole unit, as well as some eye catching styling, and the Energy Series
becomes a very desirable catch. But then they are Italian.

For more details visit www.asolo.com 

WHO SAYS YOU CAN’T HAVE EVERYTHING?

Comfort and rigidity combined Anti-torsion System Bi-density Sole Unit



your product is worth more than a chain-
store knock-off, you had better be able to
explain why—simply. 

» Good messages well-delivered can give
you a leg up on your competitors. Consumers
judge a product’s quality and worth using
every bit of data they can get their hands on.
Your product may look cool, but if the hang-
tag dangling off it looks like it was written by
an engineer and laid out by his kid brother,
you’re giving mixed messages. 

What’s more, outdoor consumers live
in a wider world. They’re bombarded day
in and day out by carefully crafted, pro-
fessionally designed messages from brands
like Volkswagen and Apple. Like it or not,
the big guys with the deep pockets set the
standards for what sort of messages ac-
company premium products. If you want
consumers to believe your products are
worth higher prices, you need to make
sure your communications appear pre-
mium as well.

» Every new consumer that doesn’t get
turned off by tech-talk is a potential out-
door enthusiast. It’s touch-and-go with be-
ginners. Outdoor sports are both gear and
knowledge intensive. Many consumers have
to be coaxed into participation. To take up
a new outdoor sport, a novice has to spend
money, spend time, and commit himself to
a period of awkwardness and uncertainty.
The more comfortable you can make that
transition, the more likely the user will be-
come committed to the sport and com-
mitted to your brand. 

THE REAL DEAL
Good messaging comes with experience.
But there are a few pointers to help out-
door marketers avoid talking to themselves. 

1. Don’t count on developers and salespeople
to be marketing professionals. Developers
tend to be product-focused, while sales-
people tend to be dealer-focused. You need
to make sure the people behind your mar-
keting communications are consumer-fo-
cused. Knowing how to create a message
that connects with consumers is a differ-
ent skill from knowing how to create a
product consumers will buy.

2. Don’t count on marketing professionals to
be copywriters and designers. Good mar-
keters are always good strategists, but that
doesn’t mean they can turn that strategy
into an effective brochure, package or
hangtag. Make sure your communication
materials are created by professionals.
This doesn’t mean you have to outsource.
But it does mean you have to make sure
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• Individually Serialized 

• 440 Stainless Steel Blades 

• Red Picked Bone Handles 

• Polished Nickel Silver Bolsters

• Available in Two Packaging Styles

Three-Blade Stockman
FD0033RBNB boxed
FD0033RBNC clam pack
2-5/8" closed.

Two-Blade Trapper
FD0034RBNB boxed
FD0034RBNC clam pack
3-1/2" closed.

Three-Blade Stockman
FD0035RBNB boxed
FD0035RBNC clam pack
3-1/2" closed.

Three-Blade Stockman
FD0036RBNB boxed
FD0036RBNC clam pack
4" closed.

Hunter
FD0037RBNB boxed
FD0037RBNC clam pack
4-5/16" closed.

See our full line of Ford® knives at knife dealers worldwide. Dealer inquiries,
call (800) 548-0835 or fax (865) 428-2267 and ask for Dept. GT WB04.

Exclusively from United® Cutlery Brands.1425 United Blvd.
Sevierville, TN 37876

©2004 United® Cutlery Corp.www.unitedcutlery.com

go to the source www.snewsnet.com

In 2004, GearTrends® and SNEWS® launched
the Law Review, the industry’s online legal
resource center for risk management, insur-
ance and law information for the outdoor
recreation, fitness, adventure travel, hospi-
tality and sports industries. To subscribe, go
to www.snewsnet.com/lawreview.

DID YOU KNOW?««DID YOU KNOW?





your designers and copywriters have both
talent and experience.

3. Try to think like your target audience, not
like an industry insider. Base your messages
on what consumers know, not on what
you know. Always remember that, as a
communicator, you know too much for
your own good.

4. Research your messages. In a develop-
ment-driven industry like the outdoor mar-
ket, there’s a tendency to focus on features
and technologies that excite product de-
velopers and gearheads. Find out why cus-
tomers buy your products. Those needs
are what you should focus on.

5. Speak to everyone without offending any-
one. To be an inclusive marketer, you’ve
got to satisfy the needs of the least tech-
nical potential consumer without offend-
ing the gearheads. It’s a fine line to walk
and a neat trick but it can be pulled off. It
takes planning. And a good copywriter.

6. Test your messages. Run them by friends
outside the industry. Hold a focus group
if you can afford to. Ask your mother. Even
professionals get second opinions. Go with
your gut, but keep your eye out for mes-
saging problems that keep cropping up.

7. Look at other industries. In the last
decade, the computer industry has learned
how to present itself to a non-technical
audience. It’s come a long way. Watch what
Apple and Dell do to make the compli-
cated comfortable for soccer moms and
grandparents.

8. Beware of the proud parent syndrome. Peo-
ple are seldom the best judges of their own
work. If you’re getting negative feedback
on your messages, there might be a prob-
lem and it might be you.

9. Be careful with your brand. You only get
a few moments in this world to connect
with consumers. Keep your messages sim-
ple and repeat them as often as possible. 

10. Be wary of mucking up your message with
a patchwork of icons, proprietary fabric names,
collection names and logos. In the precious
moment of consumer attention, multiple
messages can be confusing. With brand
messages, less is more.

Chris Harges is a partner at Satellite De-
sign, a graphic design firm specializing in
corporate identity, packaging and POP. For
more information on brand strategies, con-
tact Harges at chris@satellite-design.com. 

» To download extra copies of this magazine or
to give us feedback, go to GearTrends.com.  
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WOW! I have been a paddlesports rep
in the Midwest for well over a decade and
never got around to getting a SNEWS® sub-
scription until recently. That was dumb. I
am amazed at how informed and insightful
your reporting is! Everything I have read has
been right on the money. Good job!!

“

—Wil Bryan, Waterborne Sales “






