e

UIAIP oY} Burjayiput jo
S} pUD UIUOI) Uy




by Michael Menduno

Having sold his first aqualung in
1954, PADI co-founder and chief
executive officer John Cronin may
well have earned the distinction of
being scuba’s most successful travel-
ing salesman. True story: The 67-
year-old Irish diving mogul, Harley
Fat Boy owner, sustaining member of
the National Republican Committee,
former Boy Scouts of America
director, ex-marine, and angel for a
dozen charitable ventures, was
reportedly the first person to rack
up $1000000 in sales in the fledgling
US scuba diving industry while
teaching scuba to Joes and Bettys
on the side. Five years later, Cronin
was promoted to the big desk at
US Divers—the big blue of '60s
sport diving—which he manned for
rmore than a decade and a half
while concurrently building his pri-
/ately-held dream, the Professinal
Association of Diving Instructors
(PADI)-the largest dive training

orpany on the planet. A perennial
lough guy; it’s fair to say that
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nobody knows the business of mar-
keting diving like John Cronin. Just
look at the house that Johnh built.

Launched in 1966 on big Vvision,
few bucks, a bottle of scotch, and a
belly full of frustration with an indus-
try that was turning away potential
users instead of training them,
Cronin’s PADI has become a near
ubiquitous institution that occupies a
unique position in the diving world.
Having captured roughly 60-70% of
the training market—accounting for
over 625000 diver certifications in
1994 —there’s one certified every
minute—and representing nearly
70000 professional dues-paying
members, 2500 dive centers and
500 resorts worldwide, PADI has
made diving accessible to the mass-
es on a global scale. A fact that its
competitors and vocal detractors
are not easily able to forget.

In Europe, PADI is aggressively
reshaping the federation system
world, where the “business of sport
diving” is still a dirty word.
Reshaping? Its clubby competitors
are scrambling to revamp some-

times lengthy not-for-profit training
schemes while PADI continues to
rack up share with its “Do It Today”
motto—American Express welcome
here. “Brash promoters flaunting
their wares!” one diving exhibition
organizer admonished. Meanwhile,
the “Pee—A—Dee—Eye” is report-
edly growing gangbusters in Asia,
and has just begun to roll out its
spectrum of products in South
Africa in hopes of a business to
beat the band. The Microsoft of
diving? What works works. (As long
as they don't try to reinvent the
wheel. Just kidding.)

Long the technology leader, PAD,
along with the rest of the blue chip
recreational establishment, were
caught with their nappies down by
the mix revolution and the resulting
shifts in the balance of power and
underwater cool. Overnight, breath-
ing the rarefied air of an IDC staff
instructor paled by the presumed
powers of pumping perfect mix and
digitally decanting d-word directives.
As a result, PADI's claim to fame
strategy—diving for the masses, not

the classes—appeared to lose cur-
rency as new power-player hope-
fuls—the fledgling tekkie training
companies and others—tripped
over themselves to woo the class-
es. But as the Microcerfs know,
today’s classes become tomorrow’s
masses. It all depends upon your
perspective and how you play the
game.

Not a company to miss the
beat (for long), PADI finally
announced their long-awaited
enriched air program, which will be
rolled out at tek. Nitrox for the
masses? Modular ‘breather cours-
es may not be too far behind. And
then there’s the new CD-ROM, the
first of a series of new multimedia
products, and a crowning Cronin
marketing deal to put diving on the
desktops of 30000000 new Win-
dows 95 users. Fun’s just a click
away.

How do you grow a diving busi-
ness when you've already acquired
the king’s share of the market?
That's what we asked John Cronin.

aquaCORPS: Some people say, “P-A-D-l: Put
Another Dollar In.” How do you respond to
that?

Cronin: It was coined by one of our illustrious
competitors; | know which one. Its bullshit
because if you look at what we charge our mem-
bers for our products—and we do this every
year and analyze it—we're a better buy. Theres
no doubt that someone whos a PADI retailer
spends more money with PADI than somebody
who is with Brand X. The reason is we've got a
name brand identification of sixty to seventy-five
percent—more people come in and ask for PADI
certification than for any other brand

The other reason that they spend more with
PADI is because we've got a good product line
Everything in our product line is the state of the
art

Build what the market buys?

People don't have to buy our products. If you
were a PADI dive center, you might only buy
books and never buy another thing. Of course,
that would be your mistake; customers are dying
for this stuff. That§s why smart guys are buying a
lot from us. Because they're making a piece of
profit, a good enough profit that they can run a
good operation and offer better services to their
customers. Thats what its about. Its business

Diving is a sport. Its an industry. And its a
business. We look at all three. Consumers want
to do the sport and have fun, but they want to
do it safely, too. If you want to get your cylinder
filled, a retailers gotta be there, and make at
least a reasonable profit. And the instructor has
to be paid

Technical diving is getting a lot of press
these days. Do you think it has been good for
the overall business of diving?

Its opened up a new avenue, a new tan
gent. | don' think every diver is going to be a
technical diver. | believe that one of the biggest
challenges in technical diving is educating the
public, which PADI is into. The second is also
educating the industry and building the addi-
tion to the infrastructure so that everyone that
wants to participate will have the opportunity.

There has long been a perception that
PADI has been against nitrox diving.

We dont like to jump into things. We want
to be sure that PADI belongs there and that its
responsible to be promoting it

Being of reasonable size and magnitude in
the industry, we research a new technology care-
fully before we jump into it. So when we do
something, our decision is a responsible one:
weTe not going to make a knee-jerk reaction
before we find out what we're doing in the mar
ket. We want to understand the dynamics of
whats happening and why its happening

What’s happening with nitrox ... umm...
enriched air?

As far as PADI is concerned, we're in. We're
thoroughly convinced that it is going to be an
important part of our sport, a part of our indus-
try. Hell, a lot of us have been involved in por
tions of that technology. Theres no magic to it. It
was around before WW II. We wanted to under
stand how the transition was going o take place,
going from air to enriched air. What was the
infrastructure going to be? What were the cours-
es? Was it going to be a viable part of our indus
try?

We researched it, talked to manufacturers,
saw where it was going, then did a lot of surveys

and stuff before we decided that we were going
to enter the field. Once we made that decision,
we decided that we would only be comfortable
with a program that we had designed from
scratch. We're going to kick it off big-time at tek
and DEMA

A lot of people in the business believe
that PADIs entry will help legitimize the mar-
ket for alternative breathing gases.

I dont think thats a cheap shot at what
exists; | think people say that because we have a
good reputation and that whatever we come
up with will be well thought out, educationally
valid, and even more important, that the con-
tent of the course will be appropriate from a
physiological and technical standpoint

I'm not going to say anything derogatory
about anybody elses courses, but | think you'l
find when our enriched air courses come out
that you'll be impressed—theyre top-drawer
They'll address the customer

How fast do you see the market for en-
riched air growing?

Slowly at first. The more adventurous divers
have already taken to enriched air diving. From
here out it will be a promotional and education-
al process. Within the next five years it could very
well be 20-35% of the market.

Like dive computers. Hmm. How about
the retailer trying to get set up?

ThereS many ways to go about it. We've
done our research and plan to give them the
resources and ways to go about it. Thats our job

Do you have plans to offer training prod-
ucts in other areas that have been considered
technical, like deep diving or rebreathers?

| can tell you that our DSAT (Diving Science
and Technology Division—see CIVCO box) is
actively researching what our next role will be in
the tech diving area

I'm sure it will turn a few heads when you
figure it out. Let me switch gears on you a lit-
tle. What makes diving so special from a mar-
keting perspective?

Itis @ unique sport, an opportunity to explore
a different environment, a different world
Cousteau coined it—"The Silent World.” It really is,
especially the first time in. It defies gravity. You're
flying. It is a special sport, an activity where you
can touch the edge of science and adventure. |
think we've only tapped the surface. You read
surveys about how many people would like to try
dwving. It§ phenomenal

Most of the people | talk to whore not
divers say, “I've always wanted to do that.”

You hit the nail on the head. The way | look
atit, we have remendous opportunities to grow.
And its incumbent for all of us involved to find
ways to introduce more people to diving. The
opportunity is there

Diving is in vogue. Look at TV advertising
Somebodys selling something and a guy or a
guy and a gal are jumping into the water with a
snorkel, or they're going scuba diving. Its an in-
thing to do. We have to make it available to
them, make it easy to become a diver. Its not that
difficult; its not strenuous. You can go to any level
you want. 'm not saying, “Dont train ‘em prop
erly.” I'm saying make it easy, accessible

Do it today. Thats our motto

Make the technology accessible.

Make it easy

Irue story: There was an outfit in New York
that sold hiking and climbing equipment. They
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had a good location, great parking lot, and they
moved to a new location—bigger place, better
looking store, but they were a block from the
parking lot and their business went down. There
are guys who walk 17 miles on a Saturday and
cimb up a goddamn mountain, but they're not
going to walk a block to shop. What does that tell
you? It better be easy, it better be accessible

If we want the industry to grow, we have to
make the sport appetizing, easy, accessible, and
relatively safe. But it has to be easy to get there. |
think the job of all of us in the industry is to make
diving more accessible

How effective has DEMA been in
that regard?

| think that theyre at a crossroads. They
formed a new organization: The Diving Equip
ment and Marketing Association (DEMA] and if it
goes in the right direction, it could do a great deal
of good

Isn't that supposed to be part of DEMAS
mission—to promote diving to society at large?

If | were writing the charter for them, which
I'm not, | would tell them to pick out two things
to do: one would be promotion, and two would
maybe be to reduce liability within the industry by
supporting responsible programs and positions
Promote dwving to new customers and...I just
coined it. D-AR. Diver Acquisition and Retention
That should be the goal. Stop all the other bull-
shit. Stop worrying about 58 different programs
because pretty soon you dilute your efforts

Our job is to make it easier for more people
to dive. Last year, 100,000 people responded to
our Discover Diving promotion over a 12-month
period. Thats just with PADI. Most of the people
werent involved with any kind of diving program
before. Think about it

Underwater world here we come.

Theres another opportunity—the snorkeling
business. Its part of our market. Our job is to show
people that snorkeling is fun and initiate them to
the underwater world. We don' have to convert
every snorkeler. The smart guys in the retail diving

business are selling a lot of snorkeling stuff, and
now people are used to coming into their stores
and dive centers and so are their children. They're
buying snorkels, masks, suits, and travel. They're
not second-class citizens; they’re in a different area
of our realm. The dive center people who treat
these customers like first-class citizens rather than
second-class citizens will be the big winners. This
is @ big market. Start treating them well

The retail thing.

It all comes together at the retail level. We
need to realize that the retailer is the center of the
dving industry. They do a pretty good job now,
but theres always room for improvement. Retailers
are looking for new and innovative ways o keep
their customers. | think the survivors will be the
guys with the Marshall Fields or Nordstroms men
tality. Its all about customer service

When | return my Hertz [rental] car, | don'
have to clean it. Its their damned car. They should
clean it up because | dont care if its clean for the
next guy or not. Just think about that mentality.
Do you clean up your car at Hertz? No. Why do
we do it with scuba? Its archaic to make cus
tomers wash their gear. They rented it from you
This kind of thinking will enhance our sport: make
it easy, pleasant, accessible. | come out of the
retail business and sold to retailers for many
years

When did you start selling scuba?

1954. | was working for a big outfit called
Gold Stocks, in Schenectady, selling skis, hunting
and fishing equipment. We were Head Skis§ sec
ond largest customer and the largest Weatherby
rifles dealer, an ultra, ultra rifle—really expensive
In fact, we were one of the largest gun dealers on
the East Coast and second largest Browning shot
gun dealer on the Atlantic seaboard, which was
amazing considering we had this small business
in Schenectady and Troy. We were also in the
ski business.

I was the store manager, and one day a good
customer came in and said, I wanna buy an
aqualung,” and | asked, “What the hells an

aqualung?” He gave me all this bullshit, “ItS great
You dive underwater.” | said, "Why would you
want to do that?”

He was a good customer, so | started calling
around. | called a place called Aqua Gun in
Yonkers, run by Ben Holderness, and said, ‘I
wanna buy an aqualung.” [Aqua Gun was
bought by US Divers Corporation about two
years later.|

He said, “You gotta buy three.”

What in hell am | gonna do with three? So |
told him I'd call him back. Then the customer
came back in and so | ordered three aqualungs
Later Jerome, the owner, came in and said,
“What the hells that?”

"An aqualung.”

He says, “What's an aqualung? Who the
hell'd buy that?”

“Lennie Jones.” He knew Lennie Jones. Every
week after that, Jerome would come by and ask
me, “What're you gonna do with the other two
aqualungs?” A month later he came by and said,
“There§ another one gone. Who bought it?” | told
him that | did

Lennie had talked me into going diving up at
Lake George. He was an engineer, had his own
compressor and made his own weightbelt. | had
read the 17-page booklet fourteen times and
ended up making my own wet suit out of quar-
terHinch neoprene and cement . It took about Six
hours. The kit was called an Artico. | think it was
$29.95 for the whole thing

The place was called Bolton Landing. We
climbed out of the boat and went down the
anchor line to 130 /40 m. | wasnt the least bit
worried because it was so clear. We went down
a sheer wall. It was like riding an elevator. Cold,
but clear. That was the first time | went diving

And you kept selling scuba

I eventually got a distributorship from Health-
ways and Voit in 1956. Voit was buying from US
Divers, who were making the valves and stuff
They wouldnt sell to me direct, but | had
Healthways/Voit. | was selling diving equipment

new diver certified every minute, brags PADI in their
promotional literature. It doesn’t appear to be an
exaggeration. PADI International is the largest single
entity in the recreational diving business, with an estimated
sales revenue in 1994 of $30 million. The corporation has
averaged a 20% growth rate in the past decade.
PADI, along with DSAT, is a wholly-owned subsidiary of
the privately-held Capital Investments and Ventures Corp.

(CIVCO). John Cronin is the CEO and primary stockholder
of both PADI and CIVCO, and rules the roost from his office
in the company's Sanata Ana, California headquarters.

The US and UK branches are run from Santa Ana. Its
other branches—Canada,
Australia, New Zealand, and the soon-to-open Japan—are
called “local area offices” (read: franchises).

The arms of PADI are extensive:

Europe, Norway, Sweden,
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PADI claims a worldwide membership exceeding
67,000 in 174 countries. Members include dive masters,
instructors, assistant instructors, and course directors.

More than 2,500 dive centers belong to the PADI
Retail Association (PRA). These dive centers issued more
than 625,000 certifications in 1994 (hence, “one diver

certified every minute”).

PADI’s expansion into resorts and travel has proved

three years.

lucrative. Their International Resort Association (PIRA) rep-
resents about 500 resorts worldwide, and their Travel

Network has become the fastest growing wholesale travel
group, with a 40% annual sales growth in each of the last

DSAT (Diving Science and Technology) is a corporate
affliate of PADI that develops diving products, such as the
Wheel and recreational dive planner.
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A lot of people made fun of us. The NAUI and
YMCA people called us the Irish Diving Association

How did you create the program?

We designed our first program with about
ten, twelve guys. We outlined it in a brain-
storming session. Ralph was working on it while
| was out developing customers. | was traveling
in the Midwest and Canada and | talked about
PADI and explained where we were going. We
became Midwest-based because we didnt have

Ny money t dvertise. The ad SINg was

Iph ( 1€ d John Cronin on the road
when | trav r ivers. US Divers looked at
this with a jaundiced eye

Il bet. It amazes me that they let it go on.

I got called out in 1967 by the president of the

T wWh Nt to know in plain lan-
jua What the was | doing?” Someone
ad come (¢ n and raised hell, suggesting that
Diver | nna be embarrassed, and that

hi ronin was competing. | got flown to
lifornia for two days and called on the carpet. |
id, we're in the diving business. As far as I'm con-
ed, nobody is doing the job in education. We

d de a convert of him, but | did

him to say, O it on your own time and

't embarras: US Divers has nothing

this, does not condone it, and we

endorsing it.” | said, “Fine.”
Because you were their top dog as far
as sales?

e

) 1969, | was offered the
ob of national sales manager and asked to move
to US Divers” headquarters in Santa Ana, California
That created a problem at PADI. The problem

» that | wasn't there anymore, and Ralph was
nly interested in the training and Undersea
Journal. People used to call me at my house, and

v they were calling him. He called me several

PEOPLE CAN SAY I'M A TOUGH SONUVABITCH,
BUT IN THE SAME BREATH THEY'RE GONNA
SAY, BUT I'M AN HONEST SON OF A BITCH.
THAT MEANS SOMETHING TO ME.

| You retired from US Divers in 1985?

I'd like to know how you managed to run
PADI and US Divers at the same time?

And then PADI took off?

Is that what made PADI successful?

What is your model for this?

Howvdoes your recent déal to p'ut PADI
on Windows 95 fit into your grand scheme
of things?

30,000,000 desktops.
They'll find their way to the PADI
home page.

Is PADI the Microsoft of diving?

How would you define the corporate cul-
ture at PADI?

Some of your competitors think that
you're doing too well.

Diving since 1976, aquaCORPS editor/publisher
and certifiable cave diver, Michael Menduno is
not a DEMA board member. He can be contact-
ed at m2aqua@key.net.
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6 Nights Hotel
6 Days Rental Car
(3) 2-Tank Boat Dives
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$390.°°
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1-800-525-PADI

King Kamehameha Hotel
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9471 Vallejo Dr., Orangevale, CA 95662
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Model T-9 for all SONY TR series
cameras and their clones

Model FM-11 for SONY FX series cameras
or TR cameras with 2.9" color monitor

Handle-mounted, push-button,
electronic controls

Record, Power, Zoom, & Auto Focus
On/Off

High resolution wide angle lens

Underwater removable external color
correction filter

Depth rating 200"+

We’re on the NET!
email undersea@cwo.com
http://www.cwo.com/~ undersea

UnderSea Video Housings

Phone 916-989-5438 )
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