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Background
Born as Cairns and Woodward in 1915, out of a need for military 
canvas products during World War I, the company that changed its 
name to SmartShelters in 2019 has proven itself to be a particularly 
innovative and agile organisation, despite now being over a century 
old. Over the years the focus has slowly shifted away from heavy 
military equipment, with the company now priding itself on offering 
modern commercial, industrial and agricultural shelter solutions.

The fourth generation of family ownership has proven to be every 
bit as pioneering as the first. Their lightweight and transportable 
yet strong and durable shelters, featuring weatherproof fabric 
construction, are unique to the New Zealand market. 

The current management team were also keenly aware of the 
importance of the internet in growing a modern business, a fact 
put in sharp focus as the country began to shut down in early 2020.
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The Problem 

Between farm sheds and livestock shelters, the 
agriculture sector represented a significant portion 
of SmartShelters’ business. The sales team got the 
majority of new leads and sales opportunities from  
field days, shows and other in-person events up and 
down the country. If it’s not broken don’t fix it, as the old 
saying goes, so these events formed a key part of the 
company’s future growth aspirations.

Then COVID hit.

The majority of these events were immediately cancelled, 
making SmartShelters understandably concerned.  

“Prior to COVID it would be safe to say that every Ag 
deal that we closed would have at least visited us at a 
field days event,” said Harvey Cottle, Sales Manager at 
SmartShelters. “The team were really uncertain what it 
meant from a sales and business point of view. We knew 
events were going to be cancelled for at least three 
months, although it actually turned out to be 12.”

With their traditional lead generation strategy all but 
dead in the water, they were challenged to attract 
customers in an isolated world. The internet was the 
obvious place to focus their energies, but it was an area 
that they had not previously invested in. With no digital 
expertise to speak of, they were confused with the wide 
range of different offerings, and with service providers 
who all seemed to be claiming the same thing.

“We didn’t know what our shortcomings in the digital 
space were,” admitted Harvey, “and we didn’t realise 
how little visibility there was online for our products 
when people searched. We had an assumption of what 
people were searching for, and that assumption was 
wrong in most cases.”

Their online avenues were not able to generate the 
high number of quality leads that were now needed to 
replace their traditional lead generation activities. They 
needed a solution from a partner they could trust.

. . . we didn’t realise how 
little visibility there was 
online for our products 
when people searched.
Harvey Cottle
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Happily SmartShelters found such a 
solution. Growth Partners. 

“We knew that we needed a digital 
strategy to provide clarity on exactly 
how to solve our lead generation 
problem,” said Harvey Cottle, Sales and 
Marketing Manager at SmartShelters. 
“As a family business with strong values, 
SmartShelters aligned perfectly with the 
core values of Growth Partners.”

The Growth Partners Digital Enablement 
Programme (DEP) proved to be the ideal 
solution. This programme has been 
designed to identify the strength of a 
company’s digital business case, and 
then use this knowledge to create a data-
driven strategy that identifies exactly 
where to invest to get the best returns.

Over the course of six weeks, the 
DEP delivered a clear case for digital 
transformation, identifying where it was 
best to invest, as well as forecasting 
growth projections over a three year 
period. On the back of this work, a 
series of strategically targeted digital 
campaigns were introduced. 

A comprehensive website development 
plan was also set in motion, designed 
to turn the site into a powerful lead 
generation tool.

Cottle was impressed with the process 
from the start “It was very readable 
and understandable. The thing that 
impressed me the most was the fact that 
[Growth Partners] were prepared to put 
a number on it, saying ‘if you run with us, 
this is what you’ll get’. That’s what gave 
me the most confidence.”

The Solution
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“The DEP gave us clarity like we’ve never seen 
before,” he continues. “By understanding the size 
of our online opportunity for each of our industry 
sectors we were able to make better decisions on 
where to invest with confidence. There’s been no 
question around strategy since.”

On specifics, Cottle says that the process has 
been an eye opener for an organisation that 
perhaps didn’t fully grasp the power of digital 
channels, and that didn’t consider the power of 
consistent messaging. 

“The genius of the website has been redesigning 
it from an SEO standpoint, rather than a purely 
design standpoint. We have a site that attracts 
the right kind of leads from its very design, rather 
than looking good and thinking about the leads 
afterwards. We were strongly down the route of 
consultative selling, and we probably overlooked 
our messaging at the start. So having those 
differentiators and the messaging to use has 
been really beneficial for the guys.”

The parallels between the two companies - 
family owned and down to earth, yet innovative 
and future focused - also served to enhance the 
relationship. 

“Particularly being straight up and honest, telling 
us what we need to know and not just what we 
want to hear. Calling us out on things when we 
need to be called out on things. Being good guys 
to deal with. Having a comfortable confidence 
that you are not dealing with someone with an 
ulterior motive.”

The Solution [continued]

. . . we have a site that 
attracts the right kind of 
leads from its very design 
rather than looking good 
and thinking about leads 
afterwards.
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As a result of the Growth Partners DEP and subsequent strategies, 
SmartShelters has made a scarcely believable transformation from 
a century-old organisation that dealt almost exclusively face-to-
face, to a company that now has the internet working for them, 
which the numbers serve to rather emphatically state.

Over the last 12 months SmartShelters has increased their online 
‘discoverability’ by over 1,000%. Organic traffic from search engines 
is up 257%, while they’ve moved up a collective 8,000 positions on 
key searches relevant to their products and services.

The results have been eye-opening:

• 53% increase in website visitors 

• 94% increase in organic visitors 

• 40% increase in sales revenue 

The Results

. . .over the last 12 months 
SmartShelters has increased 
their online ‘discoverability ’ 
by over 1,000%.
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According to Cottle, “the DEP has given us a strategy to create 
more leads than we thought was possible, and led to the best 
ever sales results in our company’s 106 year history!”

What’s more, the Digital Enablement Programme has 
also improved efficiency and effectiveness over the same 
12-month time frame, with the company reducing its cost of 
acquisitions by an incredible 64%.

Now armed with the benefit of hindsight, the reason for 
the success is clear to Cottle. “We have redefined the lead 
generation process. The challenge now is qualifying the leads 
and deciding which ones we’re going to focus on, because 
the volume and the quality has really lifted.”

Forced to change their ways by events outside of their 
control, SmartShelters have demonstrated the adaptability 
and enthusiasm necessary to succeed in such a challenging 
situation. The best bit? Cottle feels as though this is just 
the beginning.

“The changes we’ve made look sustainable and scalable. 
That’s pretty exciting.”

“. . . the DEP has given us a strategy to create more leads than 
we thought was possible, and led to the best ever sales results 
in our company’s 106 year history!”
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At Growth Partners our Digital Enablement Programme 
has been designed to answer all your questions and more, 
helping empower your marketing team, whether internal 
or external, with the information they need to succeed. 

By demonstrating how you can enhance your search 
strategy through both organic and paid means, we turn 
your website into a lead generation machine.

Ready to enhance your search strategy? 

We’re ready to help. 
Book a 15-minute consultation with Growth Partners 

Director Steve Bambury today.

www.growthpartners.co.nz/book-a-meeting
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