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that I ever wanted, but he came pretty stinking close.” 
When Watkins acquired American Hydrotherapy 

Systems (AHS) in December 2011, Mahoney was 
promoted to North American business manager and 
began running the rotomold division of the company.

At the onset of this position, Mahoney spent a 
significant amount of time with Bob Gawlik, the former 
general manager for AHS, to learn the ropes. “It was 
fun for me to work with him because he grasped things 
quickly,” Gawlik says of Mahoney. “I was impressed with 
the fact that the first thing Sean did was put together a 
team — that he had the ability right on the front end to 
succeed. The guy is incredibly meticulous at analyzing 
data and trends. He has the ability to make very intelligent
business decisions.”

A day in the life of Mahoney as business manager is 
primarily focused on the product line, which includes 
finding ways to save on manufacturing costs without 
compromising quality. “I’m continually checking our 
bookings and making sure our sales orders are coming in, 
and working with the marketing team to make sure we’re 
continuing to provide visibility to the brands,” Mahoney says. 

And that’s what most know him for these days: his 
teams’ work in promoting the Freeflow and Fantasy 
brands. Their goal is to broaden the audience and plant 
the idea of buying a hot tub into the minds of consum-
ers who hadn’t thought of it before. Part of the focus is 
what Mahoney calls longtail keywords, often used on the 
Freeflow blog, such as writing a post about what to do 
with the kids on the weekend and bringing hot tubs into 
the conversation. 

Additionally, the AHS team is taking a more laid-
back approach to social-media marketing, especially with 
Freeflow Friday, where posts are funny and engaging 
over promotional. Previous posts have included a Harlem 
Shake video; staff members racing kid cars in the office 
hallway; and a staff fashion show with everyone wearing 
Freeflow T-shirts. “We’re not always going after the typical 
demographic,” Mahoney says. “Some of the stuff we post 
will be shared by 18-year-olds, and they may not be in 
the market for hot tubs today — but we’re planting the 

seed and someday they will be.”
Steve Ruscigno, general manager at 

Oregon Hot Tubs, in Beaverton, Ore., says 
Mahoney is a bright light; his approach 
brings a fresh perspective to an industry 
that still does things in outdated, more tra-
ditional ways. “The consumer has changed, 
so business has changed,” Ruscigno says, 
“and Sean seems to be in tune with that.” n

SEAN MAHONEY HAS BEEN WITH Watkins Manufacturing for 10 
years, but it’s his work with the American Hydrotherapy Systems 
(Freeflow and Fantasy brands) over the last two years that’s made an 
impact on the rotomold sector.

Mahoney started in the cellular industry and then “had an 
opportunity to browse around on monster.com and found Watkins 
— and I guess the rest is history.” Once at Watkins, Mahoney started 
as regional sales manager, serving some of the northeast region. 
Following that, he was regional sales manager for Northern California 
and Nevada. In 2009, he was transferred to the factory in Vista, 
Calif., with a promotion to special projects manager, which included 
working with Watkins’ top 25 customers in North America. 

It was during this stint as special projects manager that Craig 
Ecelbarger, president of Fort Myers Leisure Products, 
in Fort Myers, Fla., started working closely with 
Mahoney. “The thing about Sean that puts me in 
the pro-Mahoney camp is that his basic attitude was 
always, ‘What can I do to convince you to buy more 
spas?’ ” Ecelbarger says. “And that was, for me, refreshing. 
He would start with that as the premise and then ask 
how we could get there, what we needed and what he 
could do. I can’t tell you that he got everything done 
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SEAN MAHONEYINSIDERS

“I call [Sean] ‘Street.’ 
It’s the nickname I 
gave him because 
he’s like a street 
fighter from Philly.”
– Steve Ruscigno
 General Manager
 Oregon Hot Tubs
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Zacharski mentions 
that at first it was 
just local talent or 
disc jockeys doing 
the voiceovers, which 
meant the commercials
blended with the 
tempo of the radio 
station — if it ran 
on a country sta-
tion, for example, the 
commercial sounded 
country — and didn’t 
stand out. In 2001, 
when Zacharski was 
participating in a live 
promotional broad-
cast, the DJ told 
him he had a great 
radio voice. By 2002, 
Viscount was running
the whole show, with 
its own producer 
and Zacharski as the 
voice. 

“I think when 
an owner tells a 
compelling story 
and speaks directly 
to the audience, it 
builds confidence,” 
Zacharski says. “I don’t think there’s a disadvantage 
unless you want to hide from your customers.”

Brand evangelist and social-marketing strategist 
Ted Rubin agrees that you must be available to your 
customers if you’re going to expose yourself to them in 
marketing mediums. “If it comes across as authentic, and 
it’s a guy who really is a face of the business, someone 
who doesn’t hide behind walls or never comes around 
— he’s actually a guy people know — that is incredibly 
valuable,” Rubin says. 

Rubin says a face-of-the-brand marketing strategy 
adds long-term value to your business. “It’s what I call 
a differentiator,” he says. “It might not connect a direct 
line to revenue production, but it’s what makes your 
relationship deeper with the customer and develops 
customer loyalty.” n

ALICE CUNNINGHAM, founder and co-owner of Olympic Hot Tub 
Company, has been the voice of its brand for the last eight years. She 
does the radio spots and the video voiceovers. 

“My PR person thought I have a friendly voice,” Cunningham 
says. “We wanted to be seen as friendly, versus the kind of place 
where they take your wallet and lock the doors until you buy 
something. We wanted to portray Olympic as a safe, friendly place 
and that we are here to help you.”

When considering whether to become the face — or voice — of 
your hot tub store, your message is most important. Jeremy Jones, 
owner of Just Push Play Productions, a multimedia production 
company, says there are three key questions to ask when you consider 
placing yourself in your advertising:

	•	Would	placing	your	face/voice	in	the	ads	help	make	your	
  message more clear and appealing to your audience?
	•	Do	you	have	or	desire	a	strong	personal	influence	with	your	
  audience?
	•	Does	the	message	you’re	delivering	primarily	need	your	
  audience to trust you and your personal service(s)?
“It’s important for your clients to know what type of person 

will be entering their home, servicing their hot tub and providing 
a trustworthy service,” Jones says. “The image on the marketing 
materials should be the same when the business enters a home and 
when seen in the public operating as the business.”

Viscount Pools started doing radio spots in 1998. Owner Bob 
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COMMERCIALSMARKETING

ALICE CUNNINGHAM, co-owner of Olympic 
Hot Tub Company, does the voiceovers for the 
company’s radio and television commercials. 

COMMERCIAL TIPS
If you plan to make yourself 
the face or voice for your store 
brand, considering the following:

•	“In	the	beginning,	you	don’t	
know what you’re  doing, so 
you just go in and then realize 
that it’s awful,” Cunningham 
says. She used a voice coach 
for the first year and highly 
recommends anyone new to 
this does the same.

•	Cunningham	also	recommends
professional help to write the 
script and being comfortable 
saying it both physically and in 
principle. 

•	Zacharski	says	the	owner	is	
the only option: “You see the 
general manager of so-and-so, 
and that’s just a hired person 
who could be gone tomor-
row. Actors have no credibility 
either. It needs to be the owner 
because he is the ultimate 
warrior, the dealmaker, the 
problem solver. People want 
to deal with the owner.”

•	A	good	jingle	helps,	
Cunningham says, and you  
know it’s good when your 
competitors are accidently 
caught humming it.
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Hiring a 
Content 

Marketing 
Firm

WHEN YOU DON’T HAVE 
TIME FOR SOCIAL MEDIA, 
OUTSOURCING MAY BE 

THE ANSWER.

BY MICHELLE L. CRAMER
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You simply can’t do everything. But, in an Internet driven world, you have to be 
everywhere — and all at once, it seems. With most businesses, especially small businesses, 
this creates a dilemma, because you need to have a consistent presence on social-media 
platforms and regularly post to your blog, but lack of time makes that virtually impossible.

Or, maybe you have the time, but your writing skills are nonexistent. Many business 
owners can adequately convey their passion in person, but when it comes to putting it 
down on paper, the words just don’t flow the same way.

Enter the content-marketing firm. Prolific in all things written, a content-marketing
company, social media manager, specialized freelancer, or even a marketing firm can 
protect your time and provide quality content and distribution.

SIGNS, SYMPTOMS 
AND STRATEGY

Val Swisher, founder and CEO 
of Content Rules, a content 

development company, notes a number of 
indications that you likely need some outside help:

• You don’t have an in-house team or the resources 
 to hire one.
• Your needs are quite varied, requiring many areas 
 of expertise.
• You want to focus on selling hot tubs, while a 
 marketing specialist focuses on marketing.
• Your website (if you have one) is woefully out 
 of date.
• You started blogging, but the last time you posted 
 was six months ago or more.
• You don’t know what Twitter is.
• You have no corporate presence on Facebook.
• Competitors are stealing customers because they 
 have more contact with them via social media.

Jon Chapman, marketing manager for Riches for the 
Home, which has five locations in the Seattle area, says 
time was a big factor in hiring a content manager. “When 
we got into really pushing our web marketing, social 
media is a different animal and just takes a lot of time to 
maintain and do it,” he says. “The company we hired was 
able to handle it all, and it’s well worth the money so I 
can focus on other things.”

BE AWARE OF 
WHO YOU HIRE
When Duane Hunt, owner 

of Halcyon Spas in Regina, 
Saskatchewan, Canada, first started out-

sourcing work on his website, he used a service hundreds 
of miles away. “The problems we were having before with 
not being able to have quick, responsive service caused 
me a lot of concern,” Hunt says. “Because I would want 
to make changes, but it would take so long to get them 
done. Being a small business, we don’t have the luxury of 
thinking six to seven months ahead. We have to be able 
to work on the fly. [Our current agency] is right on it for 
me, and they understand our needs because we’ve talked 
and sat in the same room and discussed it. We have a 
great personal relationship as well as a business one.”

Empty promises were an issue for Joshua Reynolds, 
director of sales and marketing at Four Season Home 
Products, Inc., in Phoenix. “Unfortunately, two compa-
nies we decided to do business with were shell compa-
nies,” he says. “They provided an initial meeting and lots 
of promises, and then never delivered any product after 
the retainer fees were paid.”

To avoid these problems, Swisher recommends 
prioritizing due diligence for anyone to whom you’re 
looking to outsource. “Look for a firm that has been 
in business for awhile,” she says. “Many marketing 
firms come and go, so you want a company that will be 
there for you as your company moves forward.” When 
choosing companies to contact, look around to see what 
marketing content resonates for you, then find out who is 



SPARETAILER.COM | 59 

responsible for it, she adds.
Joe Pulizzi, founder and CEO 

of Content Marketing Institute, 
a content marketing educational 
website, recommends that while 
references are important, take it 
one step further when checking 
out a freelancer or agency. “See 
if they’re doing content marketing 
for themselves or their organization,
and that they are consistently 
hitting all of their dates,” he says. 

“If they’re not doing that, I would never hire them.” 
Because of his firsthand experience, Reynolds recom-

mends healthy skepticism. “Everyone promises the world 
to a small business until they get paid, then often you 
get nothing,” he says. “Anyone that tells you they can 
guarantee placement online or they can do something 
that no one else can is just lying to you.”

Pulizzi also advises a three-month trial period. 
“Frankly, I expect perfection,” he says. “I expect every 
day to be hit. I expect things to be early, great communi-
cation, and I expect them to follow through on the 
editorial calendar.”  

Additionally, anyone you hire should constantly 
be on the lookout for where the industry is headed, 
as well as what is working for you. “You should expect 
to see robust analytics with information about your 
campaigns, to show that your money is being well 
spent,” Swisher says.

Chapman found he needed specialists to target the 
area he wanted to target. “I thought that you could find 
an Internet company, and they could handle anything 
on the Internet, but that’s like going to a pediatrician 
for brain surgery,” Chapman says. “We have four to five 
different people who handle our web presence, and one 
specializes in social media and that’s it. I want a special-
ist in that field; I don’t want a web designer running my 
blog because it’s two different specialties. And we don’t 
use a social-media company to market our website.” 

UTILIZE THE ASSETS 
YOU HAVE
Unless you hire a full-time staff to 

do your content creation and social 
media management, Swisher says out-

sourcing is the best solution. “When you outsource 
your social-media management, you can be sure that 
your social media presence is current for each platform,” 
she says. “Nothing is worse than setting up a blog, for 
example, and then letting it languish with out-of-date 
content.”

Regardless of whether your hire is outsourced or from 
within the company, you need someone inside overseeing 
the strategy. “What I hate to see happen is a small retailer 
outsourcing the content management and not supervising 
the process,” Pulizzi says. “You can outsource the 
content, but failing to monitor it in-house is like 
someone who doesn’t know anything about your business 
managing your front desk.”

Additionally, take advantage of resources already 
available. You and your staff know the industry better 
than most outsiders. You may not have the writing skills, 
but you have the stories and expertise. “Get the assets, 
and get the base content itself,” Pulizzi says. “Let’s say the 
CEO is too busy, doesn’t want to write, or isn’t a good 
writer. Get the content producer in front of this person 
to just ask questions. Start to talk about the issues of the 
industry, and then the content provider can take those 
issues and turn them into stories.” 

A one-hour conversation with the CEO could 
turn into five blog posts. Or, if you travel a lot, record 
thoughts on your iPhone or send texts to your content 
provider about customer interactions so there is constantly
content to work with. “Same thing with the employees 
and salespeople,” Pulizzi says. “Your content provider 
needs to talk with the employees in the company and 
start working with that, because you probably have 
enough assets to tell your story, you just need to extract 
it. Employees are your greatest marketing asset and are 
rarely used.”

“See if they’re doing 
content marketing 
for themselves or 
their organization, 
and that they are 
consistently hitting 
all of their dates ....
If they’re not doing 
that, I would never 
hire them.”
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PUT A STRATEGY IN PLACE
However, before you hire someone, Pulizzi says you must develop a strategy: 

Determine who your buyer and audience is, where they are online, what you 
can deliver that’s going to be impactful and interesting, and whether your goal 

is customer retention, lead generation or both. 
“What we normally see with any size company is that they jump straight into social 

media,” Pulizzi says. “My question is why, and normally their answer is that’s where their 
customers are. Well, are they? Are you sure about that? And if so, when they engage on 
Facebook, what do you want them to do? It’s basically taking a step back and making sure you 
have a strategy for your social-media content.”

Pulizzi says that, once you establish a strategy and editorial calendar, start looking for someone to assist with the 
process. But don’t expect that person or agency to do all the marketing for you (unless you hire a full-scale company). 
If it’s an individual, the marketing side needs to be a mutual effort. “I’ve seen some great content never get marketed,” 
Pulizzi says, “so the strategy and execution is critical. And getting someone to help you as early as possible is probably 
the best decision.” n

For questions or to comment on this article please contact editorial@bigfishpublications.com.

Determine who your 
buyer and audience 
is, where they are 
online, what you can 
deliver that’s going 
to be impactful and 
interesting, whether 
your goal is customer
retention, lead 
generation or both.

DON’T MISS A 
SINGLE STORY
Sign up for our e-newsletter at 
sparetailer.com/newsletter.


