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WARNING

Don’t read this book all at once.

It took eight years to write, and if you read it in one sitting, it’ll give you a headache.

Diffusion of Innovations (fifth edition) by Everett M. Rogers is more than 450 pages long. I’m reading it right now, and it’s good. It, like most business books, is designed for someone seeking mastery of a particular bit of knowledge. It starts at the beginning and goes to the end. It lays out an argument and supports it with enough research and details to prove, beyond any doubt, that the author is correct.

Small Is the New Big is not that kind of book.

If you want a narrative and lots of research, you’re in the wrong place. Quick, put this book down and buy something else.

But I’m betting you don’t need another dense book. You don’t need more proof, either. What you need is a small prod, or perhaps an aggressive whack. If you’re like most of the people who read my blog or come to the talks I give, you’re looking for a spark, something to ignite your energy and get you started doing what you already realize is going to work.

Derek Sivers read one of my books and wrote, “This book is inspiring, as in ‘causing immediate action’ not just ‘made me feel warm.’ ” If you want warm, take a bath. I’m trying to get you to do something. Today.

Here’s the deal: read a few pages. Find what you need. Make copies for your co-workers. Repeat every few days. Then give this book to your kids, who aren’t as stuck as we are and can really run with it.

If you’re here for a little idea that could change everything, I think you’ll find it. Have fun.

Seth Godin

seth@sethgodin.com



NEW RULES, NEW WINNERS

Small is the new big. Recent changes in the way that things are made and talked about mean that big is no longer an advantage. In fact, it’s the opposite. If you want to be big, act small.


Consumers have more power than ever before.

Treating them like they don’t matter doesn’t work.



Multiple channels of information mean that it’s almost impossible to live a lie.

Authentic stories spread and last.



The ability to change fast

is the single best asset

in a world that’s changing fast.



Blogs matter. If you want to grow, you’ll need toM

touch the information-hungry, idea-sharing people

who read (and write) them.



There are no side effects. Just effects.

Indulge short attention spans.


Aretha was right. Respect is the secret to success in dealing with people.
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HOW DARE YOU?

How can you squander even one more day not taking advantage of the greatest shifts of our generation? How dare you settle for less when the world has made it so easy for you to be remarkable?


I DARE YOU

I dare you to read any ten of these essays and still be comfortable setling for what you’ve got. You don’t have to settle for the status quo, for being good enough, for getting by, for working all night.




CONTENTS

WARNING

NEW RULES, NEW WINNERS

INTRODUCTION: YOU’RE SMARTER THAN THEY THINK

AAA AUTO PARTS

ACCOUNTABILITY

ACORNS, INFECTED

ARTISTS CARE ABOUT THE ART

ATKINS

BENCHMARKS = MEDIOCRITY

BILLBOARDS THAT CHANGE

BLUEGRASS AND THE CELLO PLAYER

BON JOVI AND THE PIRATES

BRANDING IS DEAD; LONG LIVE BRANDING

BRAND MY CAR, BRAND ME

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HARD WORK, ADJUSTED FOR RISK

BURGERVILLE

CAMP, MICKEY ROONEY, AND YOUR MARKETING PROBLEM

CARLY NEVER HAD A CHANCE

CEO BLOGS

CHANGE JUNKIES

CHECK THIS BOX

CHINA (ALL THAT TEA!)

CHRISTMAS CARD SPAM

CLEAN FIRE TRUCKS

CLIFF CLIMBING (PLEASE DON’T FALL OFF)

CLIFFSNOTES

CLINGING TO YOUR JOB TITLE?

CLOWN, ARE YOU A?

CLUELESS, WE ARE ALL

CMO, THE PLIGHT OF THE

COGS

COMMISSIONS (HOW TO INVEST THEM)

COMPETENCE

COOKIES AND THE TECHNICAL IGNORANCE OF JOE SURFER

COOKIES (THE OTHER KIND OF COOKIE)

COVER, JUDGING A BOOK BY ITS

CRITICISM

CRITICISM (MORE)

CUFF LINKS

CURSIVE VERSUS TYPING

CUSTOMER SERVICE, A MODEST PROPOSAL FOR

DAYLIGHT SAVING TIME

DIGITAL DIVIDE, THE NEW

DING

DISRESPECT

DO LESS

DON’T GO TO BUSINESS SCHOOL

DOUGHNUTS

ECHO CHAMBER

EGOMANIAC

ENTHUSIASTS

FEAR OF LOSS, DESIRE FOR GAIN

FEEDBACK, HOW TO GET

FEEDBACK, HOW TO GIVE

FIFTY STATES, FLAMETHROWERS, AND STICKY TRADITIONS

FLACK, AS IN PR FLACK

FLIPPING THE FUNNEL

FLUFFERNUTTER

FOG CITY CHOCOLATE

FREE PRIZE

FUNCTIONALITY

THE FUTURE ISN’T WHAT IT USED TO BE

GMAIL

GRANDMOTHERS UNDERSTAND THE NET NOW, EVEN

GRASS (NO, NOT THAT KIND)

GUILLOTINE OR RACK?

HEINLEIN

HERSHEY (NO KISSES)

HOTELS AND THE CHEAP FORTUNE COOKIE

I CHANGED MY MIND YESTERDAY

JETBLUE

JOBS FOR PURPLE COWS

A JOB STRATEGY THAT MAKES YOU A LOSER

JOURNALISTS

JUSTIN AND ASHLEY

LATER IS NOT AN OPTION

LOCAL MAX, HOW TO AVOID THE

LOCAL MAX, HOW THE NEW MARKETING CHANGES THE

MCDONALD’S COCKTAIL PARTY

“MCJOB”

MAIL, THE CHECK IS IN THE

“MAYBE,” GETTING PEOPLE NOT TO SAY

MAYBE-PROOFING YOUR ORGANIZATION

MEASUREMENT INCREASES SPEED

MEDIOCRITY

MINNESOTA ISN’T AKRON

MISSION

MONOPOLIES AND THE DEATH OF SCARCITY

MOUSE FLAVOR

MYTHS

NAMING

NAMING, THE NEW RULES OF

THE NEEDLE, THE VISE… AND THE BABY RATTLE

NEVER, DO THE

NO!

NO SUCH THING AS SIDE EFFECTS

ONLY

OPEN BIG

OPRAH’S SHOW?, HOW MUCH WOULD YOU PAY TO BE ON

OPTIMISM

OPT-IN

OSTRICH

OXYMORONS, JUST ABOUT

PAINFULLY SIMPLE

PARSLEY

PERMISSION

PEZ AND LITHUANIAN LANGUAGE RECORDS

PIGEONS, SUPERSTITIOUS

PLACEBO AFFECT, THE

PLANE, THERE ARE TWO WAYS TO CATCH A

PLEASE DON’T MAKE ME FEEL SO STUPID

PLEDGE WEEK

PODCAST, WHY I DON’T HAVE A

POILÂNE, REMEMBERED

POLKA

PROGRESS?

PROMOTIONS

PROSTITUTION

PROVINCETOWN HELMET INSIGHT

PROXIMITY EFFECT, THE

PURPLE

QUALITY

QUESTION, THE WRONG

RECIPE?, DID YOU FORGET THE

REINFORCEMENT

RELAX…, I MEAN, WORK ON THE DIFFICULT

RESPECT AND THE FULLER BRUSH MAN

RIFTING

RIGHT THING, DOING THE

RINGTONES

RSS

RULES, PLAYING BY THE

SAFE IS RISKY

SALES

SALINGER KNEW BETTER

SATIN PILLOW, VISUALIZING THE

SCARCITY, THERE’S A SHORTAGE OF

SECRETS TO SUCCESS

SELFISH WIFI, RAZOR BLADES, AND HALLOWEEN

SHARP NEEDLE, BIG HAYSTACK

SHORTCUTS

SHORT WORDS AND THE KMART SHOPPERS

SMALL IS THE BIG NEW

SMALL IS THE NEW BIG!

SOCKS

SODA (THEY EVEN MAKE MASHED-POTATO FLAVOR)

SOUVENIRS—REAL COMPARED TO WHAT?

SOY LUCK CLUB

SPECTRUM—IS IT OURS OR THEIRS?

STAGNATION

START NOW—HURRY!

SUBSCRIPTIONS

TALKING RABBIT… SO, A RABBI, A PRIEST, AND A

TECHNORATI

TELEVISION IS THE NEW NORMAL

THEY DON’T CARE, THEY DON’T HAVE TO

THINKING BIG

TORCHBEARERS

TRADITION!

TRUST AND RESPECT, COURAGE AND LEADERSHIP

THE TWO OBVIOUS SECRETS OF EVERY SERVICE BUSINESS

UBIQUITY

UGLY, THE WEB IS

USPS’S YELLOW JERSEY

VERBS (GERUNDS, ACTUALLY)

VIDEO? DO YOU ACT DIFFERENTLY WHEN YOU’RE ON

VIRAL?, WHAT MAKES AN IDEA

WAFFLES ARE ALWAYS ON THE MENU

WAKE-UP CALLS, A WAKE-UP CALL ABOUT

WALLS, CLIFFS, AND BRICKS

WEB DESIGNERS

WHAT DID YOU DO DURING THE 2000s?

WHAT THEN?

WHO’S WHO?

WHO YOU KNOW DOESN’T MATTER

WHY (ASK WHY?)

WOOT.COM AND THE EDGE

WORDS

WORKING CLASS

WRAPPERS

YAK SHAVING

YOU ARE YOUR REFERENCES

YOUR VERY OWN PRINTING PRESS

ZEBRA CAKE, FAMOUS

SOME E-BOOKS (IN HANDY PRINTED FORM)

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

INDEX



If you want to know…







	
How acting small helps you get big, turn to page

	
216



	
What the most important new online communication tool is, read page

	
292



	
Aretha Franklin’s insight, check out page

	
192



	
The secret of getting a great job, try page

	
85



	
Why you’re stuck and what to do about it, turn to page

	
124







INTRODUCTION: YOU’RE SMARTER THAN THEY THINK

You’re smarter than your boss or your friends or your organization believes. And you are way smarter than the marketers selling to you every day give you credit for, that’s for sure.

I’ve been betting on the intelligence of my readers for almost a decade, and that bet keeps paying off.

They just don’t get it. Not you, you get it. It’s the other guys who don’t. The people who deceive or cut corners or refuse to change in the face of overwhelming opportunity and evidence.

Sometimes it’s hard for me to figure out exactly what I do for a living. Looking through some of my PowerPoint slides, I saw an image that clarified my thinking. It helped me understand what it is I do all day.

[image: image]

The picture is of a propane filling station in Canada, with a landmark twenty-foot-tall propane tank out front. This gas station also happens to sell fireworks.

That’s what I do. I sell fireworks.

The people who buy my books or read my blog or hire me to speak to their organization already know what to do next. They’re smart, even brilliant, when it comes to growing an organization, building a business, or spreading an idea. They already know how to design a great Web site or compose a successful blog posting. But they’re stuck.

They’re stuck because society, or their bosses, or their spouses, or their co-workers won’t let them do what they already know they should do. It’s like their briefcases are filled with compressed propane, but they can’t get anything to happen.

So that’s where I come in. I bring fireworks with me. Not particularly loud or powerful ones, but fireworks capable of attracting attention—and, more important, igniting the propane you’ve already got.

And what I’ve discovered is that different people respond differently to various messages.

Some of my e-mail tells me that people’s lives have been changed and organizations supercharged as the direct result of a six-hour seminar I did—a seminar that left me exhausted for days. Others seem to get a spark from a two-line blog post, while still others need the comforting reassurance of a hardcover book to set their inner genius free.

After I posted my one-thousandth blog post, I realized that many of these fireworks I was busy igniting weren’t reaching the audience that wanted (and maybe needed) to read them. My blog readers were having a blast (no pun intended) but others, those who wanted stimulation in a different format, were missing all the fun.

So here they are, in a handy, portable, nearly waterproof format, 100 percent recyclable, of course. The most explosive, viral, intuitive, obvious, spreadable, and quotable ideas from almost a decade of my writing books, then a column, and now a blog. I guarantee you’ll find some that don’t work for you. But I’m certain that you’re smart enough to recognize the stuff you’ve always wanted to do buried deep inside one of these riffs. And I’m betting that once you’re inspired you’ll actually make something happen.



AAA AUTO PARTS

AAA Auto Parts is not, contrary to what you might believe, named after Alfred A. Archos. Nope, the owner had precisely the same strategy in naming his business that Jeff Bezos did when he named Amazon. To be first in the phone book.

Be first and be the biggest. Who can argue with a strategy like that?

Who, exactly, invented alphabetical order? Why does M come before P?

Not sure it matters, but I’m not sure that alphabetical order matters so much anymore either. Web searches, and digitally augmented word of mouth, low barriers to entry, and quick speed to market are all conspiring to make “first and biggest” a pretty old-fashioned strategy.

Most of this book is about not being the biggest and not being disconnected from your customers and your employees and your environment. This first chapter, though, is about not worrying so much about being first. First in the phonebook, or first to market. If your idea is great, people will find you.

In honor of Alfred A. Archos, the chapters that follow are an alphabetical collection of fireworks that might help release that great idea you’ve been meaning to unleash all along. They’re alphabetical for no particularly good reason, which, as it turns out, is the way the world works, too.



ACCOUNTABILITY

Big companies and the Web are draining the civility out of business. Are you ready to embrace accountability and sacrifice anonymity?

I was almost killed on my way to work today. People who know me realize that my brushes with death are fairly common, but this one was instructive. As I was driving down the road, a Verizon repair truck burst out of a driveway, narrowly missed my bumper, and tore across two lanes of traffic. The driver sped off, but not too fast for me to get her license plate number.

Cell phone in hand, I was ready to call her supervisor. This wasn’t just a matter of Verizon’s annoying suburban commuters—it was truly reckless driving. A matter of life and death! Alas, I couldn’t call: There was no DON’T LIKE MY DRIVING? bumper sticker. No phone number to call.

Have you ever noticed that people you know are far less likely to cut you off in traffic, curse at you, or steal your parking space than total strangers seem to be? There’s a reason: Anonymity is the enemy of civility.

I wonder if the Verizon driver would have behaved differently if that bumper sticker had been on the truck.

In a town of two hundred people, you can’t get away with bad behavior. Sooner or later, even bullies need the help of those around them—and even bullies know that their bad behavior will keep them from getting help. Neighbors are an effective behavior modification tool—once people know who you are, you act differently.

Given total privacy and a cloak of invisibility, many people become coarse. They do selfish things—things that they would never do if a friend (or a video camera) were watching. Pornographic online chat rooms would be empty if users had to type in their real names to register. Polluting the Hudson River would be a lot harder to do if you had to meet with neighbors and explain that it was your decision to dump those PCBs.

Here’s the problem: George Orwell–obsessed critics complain that we’re entering the era of Big Brother, where there are no secrets, where marketers know everything there is to know about us. I say that we’re entering an era of anonymity. An era where it’s easy to hide.

Big companies are one culprit. A big company can do things that a neighbor would never dream of doing—because big companies can hide behind voice mail and “policy.” When we get truly angry at a company for bad service (think about United’s canceling its flights as a labor-negotiating tactic) or for repeated promise breaking (think about getting your DSL installed), it’s largely because anonymous strangers have made our lives miserable. People can deal with disappointment, but they deserve the satisfaction of looking the perpetrator in the eye.

The other force working against personal responsibility is the Internet. I don’t know who was responsible for making the Internet an anonymous place, but it was a truly dumb idea. Who suffers from the dark alleys and the lack off accountability that come with online anonymity? Let’s take a look:

	Online auction services such as eBay work poorly in an anonymous environment, and, as we’ve seen, despite their best efforts, anonymity can lead to theft and fraudulent bidding.
	E-mail is falling apart, largely as a result of spam. The torrent of anonymous messages that clog our in-boxes would disappear in less than twenty-four hours if all e-mail could be traced to the individuals who send it—with a bill then sent to those people for the costs incurred.
	Information exchange is increasingly compromised as a result of anonymous rumors. Everything from online stock tips to national news to the decision to go to war becomes suspect when we’re unable to figure out who said what.
	Newsgroups are being rendered useless because individuals are able to show up, rant, rave, and otherwise disrupt a useful conversation—and there’s not a thing we can do about it, because we don’t know who anyone is and can’t lock people out if they are able to change their user names and then come back.


Stop for a minute and consider how well the real-world analogs for these services work, and how much better they’d work in an online environment with no anonymity.

Could you imagine a workplace where everyone came in wearing a mask? People would sit wherever they wanted to, take anything that interested them, say whatever they felt like saying—and then they’d disappear, possibly forever. Nothing would get done.

Here’s a humble suggestion: Let’s build a parallel Internet, a Net where no one is welcome unless they have a verifiable identity. Let’s require everyone to take responsibility for their actions if they want to participate in our new online society.

Which Internet would you want to visit, the anonymous one or the one where everyone is secure in who they are dealing with?

But won’t privacy go out the window in a world with no anonymity?

Anonymity and privacy are not the same. Years ago, we had far less anonymity and far more privacy. While the Internet and the shields built around large corporations have increased anonymity, it doesn’t seem as if privacy has increased. And by the way, is privacy necessarily such a good thing?

What if there were no privacy? What if everyone knew how much money you made, what you paid in taxes, what you gave to charity, and how many dogs you had? And let’s add just two more assumptions to the mix. One: The government doesn’t get overthrown and replaced with blue-helmeted thought-controlling soldiers enforcing a new world order. Two: We’re all equally exposed. You have no anonymity and no privacy—but no one else gets any either.

What would happen? I’m not proposing that I want a world like that—but I do think that the idea is worth discussing. Somewhere along the way, we seem to have come to the conclusion that rampant anonymous chaos, aided and abetted by tiny circles of privacy, is the best way to ensure our future as a civil society. I think that if I had a choice, I’d live in the village where everyone knew my name.

At least we’d all drive better.



ACORNS, INFECTED

[image: image]

The percentage of the work you get paid to do goes down as you get paid more.

A talented doctor spends no more than ten or fifteen minutes a day performing the service that she’s actually renowned for.

An insightful Web designer spends just a few minutes a day doing insightful Web design.

A great lawyer might be pushed to the edge of his talents once or twice a week.

The same goes for salespeople, farmers, novelists, and hockey players. The baseline level of talent in most professions is pretty high, and the really exceptional people shine only rarely.

There’s too much overhead. A doctor needs to fill out forms, meet salespeople, answer phone calls, travel from hospital to hospital, manage her staff, and, every once in a while, see a patient. And most of those patients are run-of-the-mill cases that a medical student could handle.

I’m talking about knowledge workers, obviously. Factory workers get paid for showing up, for moving things from pile A to pile B. The irony, of course, is that low-paid jobs are structured so that you can be productive all day long. Knowledge workers, on the other hand, get paid extra when they show insight and creativity or do what others can’t. But packaging that knowledge is expensive, time-consuming, and not particularly enjoyable for most people. As you get better at what you do, it seems as though you spend more and more time on the packaging and less on the doing.

(Yes, I know the chart above is about infected acorns, but it had the right slope.)

The exception?

The intense conversations you can have with your customers and prospects, especially via a blog. Once you get the system and the structure set up, five minutes of effort can give you four minutes of high-leverage idea time in front of the people you’re trying to influence.

This is pure, unadulterated leverage. The stuff you actually get paid for, with no overhead.

When the net is broken (spam, pop-ups, CC lists, most instant messaging) it just adds more “time overhead” to what you do: But when it’s working, it allows ideas to be stripped down to their essence and lets you really push them. Push the ideas, push your organization, push yourself.

The temptation we face, now that the overhead of time and hassle is diminishing, is to invent new overhead so that we can stall. Stalling feels safe, stalling gives us insulation, stalling makes it easier to avoid the important stuff we’re actually rewarded for.

So don’t stall. Start now. Expose your ideas. Interact.



ARTISTS CARE ABOUT THE ART

Fifteen years ago, on the streets of SoHo (the artsy district of Manhattan) my wife and I were window-shopping for art we couldn’t afford. Outside of one of the galleries, literally on the street, we saw an artist selling out of the back of his car. We bought a painting for about $100 and congratulated ourselves on “buying art in SoHo” at a discount. The artist was friendly and we wished him luck.

Knut Masco, the artist, specialized in painting on the backs of old windows. He decorated the wooden frames and painted on the glass. He was a committed street artist and made a name for himself when he joined in with some other artists and sued Rudolph Giuliani for banning the sale of their work (a surprisingly large number of people don’t remember the original, bullying version of Mayor Giuliani). They won and that was the last we heard of Knut.

Two months ago, the Masco in our house fell off the wall and shattered into a billion pieces. We were heartbroken. “This is a job for Google!” I cried, and off I went to find Knut. Nothing doing. He had vanished. Hours of searching turned up nothing but the lawsuit. No one had seen or heard from Knut in a decade.

I hopped over to the amazing Google Answers (answers.Google.com), posted a query, said it was worth $75 to find him, and within a day, the researcher found Knut… living in Israel… under another name… no longer making art!

I sent Knut an e-mail, discovered that his new name was Boaz, and described our need for a new painting. He quickly agreed—even though he couldn’t find any old windows and would have to build a new old window from scratch, even though he hadn’t painted in a while, and even though he didn’t know who we were. I offered to pay in advance, but he wouldn’t hear of it.

Two months later, I get an e-mail saying that the painting is ready and has been shipped. I send him a check, made out to his new name, on faith. A day later, a painting arrives by Federal Express, from Israel, with a handwritten invoice.

The painting is terrific—even better than the original. But more important to us is the story. Not sure what you can do with it, but I thought you’d want to hear it.



ATKINS

Today at the supermarket, a woman asked me to reach up to a high shelf to grab her a one-ounce bag of Atkins-brand crunchy chips. Probably $2 a bag, which works out to $32 a pound.

She looked at the bag, saw the label on the front that read, “Only five carbs,” and then asked me to put it back.

She apologized, and told me that her limit was four.

Wow.

Here’s a person who didn’t even know what a carbohydrate was six months ago and has been so swayed by the Atkins idea that she’s now too puritanical to even eat the Atkins-branded products.

This didn’t happen because of advertising. It happened because of the power of the idea.



BENCHMARKS = MEDIOCRITY

I can benchmark everything now.

I can benchmark my morning workout. The rowing machine tells me if today’s workout was a personal best. Even better, I can go online and compare my workout to the efforts of thousands of other people.

On my way to work, I can track my car’s mileage (my record is 89 mpg). Once there, I can watch the status of my books on Amazon, comparing their sales to those of every other book published in the English language, and then go check out JungleScan.com, where I can track the book’s performance over the last ninety days.

The problem with benchmarking is that nothing but continuous improvement (except maybe spectacular results) satisfies very much. Who wants to know that they will never again be able to beat their personal best rowing time? What entrepreneur wants to embrace the fact that the wait time at her new restaurant franchise is 20 percent behind the leader’s and there’s no obvious way to improve it?

Our interconnected, five-hundred-channel world lets us be picky. We can want a husband who is as tall as that guy, as rich as this guy, and as loyal as my brother-in-law. We can ask for an apartment that is in just the right location, with just the right view and just the right rent, and then reject it because the carpeting in the hallway isn’t as nice as the carpeting in the building next door. Monster.com lets us see five thousand resumes for every job opening and imagine that we can find someone with this guy’s education and that woman’s professional experience who works as cheap as this person and is as local as that one.

In the old days, data was a lot harder to come by. You didn’t know everything about everyone. All the options weren’t right there, laid out in Froogle and compared by Epinions.com. We didn’t have reality TV shows where each and every component of a singer’s presentation or a bridal prospect’s shtick were painstakingly compared.

Yes, benchmarking is terrific. Benchmarking is the reason that cars got so much better over the last twenty years. Benchmarking has the ability to make the mediocre better than average, and it pushes us to always outperform ourselves and others.

But it stresses us out. A benchmarked service business or product (or even a benchmarked relationship) is always under pressure. It’s hard to be number one, and even harder when the universe we choose to measure ourselves against is so vast.

Of course, the baby boomers have this problem even worse. (And we’re all boomers, aren’t we? Even if you’re not, we boomers don’t care, because it’s all about us.) Boomers are getting older. We can benchmark our eyesight, our rowing speed, our memory, or even our ability to come up with great ideas at a moment’s notice. As a result, we benchmark ourselves into a funk. We get stressed because we have to acknowledge that nothing is as good as it was before.

In addition to the stress it creates, benchmarking against the universe actually encourages us to be mediocre, to be average, to just do what everyone else is doing. The folks who invented the Mini (or the Hummer, for that matter) didn’t benchmark their way to the cutting edge. Comparisons to other cars would never have brought about these fashionable exceptions. What really works is not having every little thing be up to the usual standards—what works is everything being good enough, and one or two elements of a product or service being amazing.

So, I’m officially letting go. I’m going to stop comparing everything to my all-time best, to your all-time best, to everyone’s all-time best. I’ve stopped checking Amazon. Instead of benchmarking everything, perhaps we win when we accept that the best we can do is the best we can do and then try to find the guts to do one thing that’s remarkable.



BILLBOARDS THAT CHANGE

I’ve gotten about a dozen e-mails about Google’s clever way of indicating that they keep adding storage to Gmail.

Every time you visit your Gmail account, you notice that the amount of storage you’ve been given has gone up.

The same thing is true for the billboard on the bank near the house in Buffalo, New York, where I grew up. It didn’t matter how many times we had looked at it before, we always looked at it again when we drove by. Why?

Because the time and temperature were always changing!

Why bother reading something if you already know what it says?

The best stories change over time. They change in ways that fascinate the consumer, and, more important, they change in ways that are fun or interesting to talk about.



BLUEGRASS AND THE CELLO PLAYER

Jeff Reed writes:


I am the music director of an orchestra that is entering its sixth season, located in a town of fifty thousand people. Our budget was about $15,000 the first season and it will be nearly $500,000 this season. We have always had balanced budgets and will finish this season (ends July 1) with about a $20,000 surplus. This is happening at a time when many orchestras have ended in bankruptcy or are finishing with large deficits. I owe much of our success to you.

Having read several studies on why orchestras are failing, I have learned (which came as no surprise) that people these days don’t want to hear one type of music (which is what orchestras usually offer—only classical) and that audiences get bored without a visual element in a concert (merely watching the musicians isn’t enough).

To respond to these studies, we created what we think is a Purple Cow: an orchestra that programs Beethoven and the Beatles on the same concert (usually, orchestras perform only “serious” music on one concert and have a pop orchestra to do the “light” stuff—they usually use two different orchestra names, even though the same musicians do both concerts!). All of our concerts are centered around themes which tie the various musical styles together, often with an added visual element on a screen above the orchestra. For example, we did “That ’20s Show,” which featured “serious” music from the 1920s by Shostakovich; a commissioned film score to accompany a silent film (the orchestra played the score while the audience watched the film on a screen above the orchestra); and popular songs by George and Ira Gershwin. We did a bluegrass concert that featured Copland’s “Appalachian Spring,” standards performed by a bluegrass band, and a new composition for bluegrass band and orchestra.

I don’t know how remarkable all of this is nationally or internationally, but it is certainly working in Bowling Green, Kentucky. Our audiences have grown from one hundred the first season to an average of eight hundred this past season (some concerts sell as many as two thousand tickets).

I just finished reading All Marketers Are Liars. My question is: What story are we telling or should we be telling? It seems like we are telling quite a few, for example: (1) orchestras don’t have to be boring (which deals with a common perception); (2) We think outside the Bachs (sorry for the pun), which seems to make people feel good about the fact that they want to hear several different types of music and that they aren’t stupid if they get bored listening to some classical music. All of our season themes are along those lines: Anything Goes, Thinking Outside the Bachs, Bluegrass to Baroque, etc.


I thought it would be fun to answer Jeff’s questions here. The fact is, he’s already 99 percent of the way there.

Most orchestras are run by people who are focused on the “truth” of what they do. They are performing the canon, doing it with skill and passion. They offer their community the best of what they are able to produce, and hope that those who are intelligent and genteel enough will appreciate what they have to offer. If people don’t come, it’s some sort of commentary on the declining state of our culture, not, in their view, a reflection of the story they’re telling.

Every once in a while, a traditional orchestra decides to go slumming to raise money. They program a pop concert or bring in PDQ Bach. The problem with this is that they’re still talking to the same people they always talk to, so it’s not enough. For that reason, and because organizing the pop concert is seen as an extra, lesser task, few orchestras really get very good at this sort of programming.

Jeff, on the other hand, has figured out a totally different way to look at the situation. His new vision starts by understanding worldview. There is certainly a tiny population in Bowling Green that walks around with the worldview, “I love traditional classical music and will pay to see it live.” These people would be an easy sale, but there are very few of them.

There’s a much larger group that has a worldview that says, “I’m interested in live music and enjoy an evening out. I want to do something fun and something that doesn’t make me feel bored or stupid.” These are the same people who read movie reviews and movie ads not because they have to, but because they want to. These are the people who don’t skip over the entertainment section of their local paper.

In walks Jeff’s group with a simple story, well told. “We’re not slumming, we don’t look down on you, and we’re here to have fun, too.” By taking advantage of clever programming, slide shows, and other nontraditional techniques, Jeff is busy putting on a show—a show that people want to experience.

I don’t think Jeff needs help telling his story. The challenge now is to make it easy for other people to tell that story to their friends. I’d obsess about getting permission to contact my fans (via e-mail, or a traditional newsletter) so that I can regularly deliver news to them that’s easy to spread. I’d offer “bring a friend” evenings and discounts, and start programming in venues outside of the traditional theater.

The thing to remember here is: If your target audience isn’t listening, it’s not their fault, it’s yours. If one story isn’t working, change what you do, not how loudly you yell (or whine). Nice work, Jeff.



BON JOVI AND THE PIRATES

Bon Jovi, the fabled rock band, is trying to fight piracy. At first glance, it’s straight out of Permission Marketing. The band is offering listeners who buy a copy of their new CD a chance to enter their serial number online and get concert tickets, fan info, etc.

The good news is that the music business is starting to see that the relationship between artists and fans is worth far more than the profit on a single CD. Last year, for the first time in more than five years, no record in the United States sold more than five million copies. This shows that reliably reaching a small audience who wants to hear from you is a far better strategy than attempting to sell to everyone in the world.

The bad news is that Bon Jovi, in the words of the Wall Street Journal, is “battling the pirates,” which makes it seem that they view fans (the only people who are busy trying to get free copies of their music) as the enemy. Why should I go to the site and register my e-mail address and a lot of personal information? What’s in it for me? Is the access to tickets just bait, or is it really a reward for my long-term attention and investment?

Here’s the challenge—we need to remember who we’re working for. Whether you’re selling music or steel, the rules are the same. We’re working for the people who pay us (with attention). Bon Jovi is making a really brave first step, but they have to take their time. They should not be greedy, or start spamming those fans who take a step and enroll.
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