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FOREWORD

TAKE A POT OF WATER THAT’S JUST ABOVE THE FREEZING MARK. Now, crank up the heat and wait. Temperature rises. Wait some more. Go all the way to 211 degrees Fahrenheit and nothing looks much different. But then, turn it up one more tiny degree, and wham! The pot becomes a roiling, steamy cauldron.

 



Don’t look now, but you’re holding such a catalyst in your hands. THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO is about to drive business to a full boil.

 



Let me tell you how it took me to the tipping point. Not long ago I was sitting in the Hotel Nikko in San Francisco on a reporting mission for “The Front Lines,” a weekly column I spent four years writing for THE WALL STREET JOURNAL. Between interviews, I was checking e-mail from my readers. (The Internet puts me in touch with thousands of them who act as my scouts.) On this particular day, one of my correspondents urged me to check out a new site at  www.cluetrain.com.

 



I was dumbstruck. There, in a few pages, I read a startlingly concise summary of everything I’d seen in twenty-one years as a reporter, editor, bureau chief, and columnist for my newspaper. The idea that business, at bottom, is fundamentally human. That engineering remains second-rate without aesthetics. That natural, human conversation is the true language of commerce. That corporations work best when the people on the inside have the fullest contact possible with the people on the outside.

 



And most importantly, that however ancient, timeless, and true, these principles are just now resurging across the business world. The triggering event, of course, is the advent of a global communication system that restores the banter  of the bazaar, that tears down power structures and senseless bureaucracies, that puts everyone in touch with everyone.

 



Scrolling through the hundreds of signatories who had endorsed the manifesto, I realized this if nothing else: The newspaper gods had just blessed me with one of my favorite columns ever, enabling me to articulate much I knew to be true but never previously had the words to say.

 



Because “The Front Lines” was usually a narrative tale, I bored into the manifesto’s origins. Befitting its message, the document, I learned, was born in an extended electronic conversation among four Internet denizens spread from coast to coast. The authors were not the ultra-hip, just-outta-college webheads I had imagined. One was Rick Levine, a Boulder-based engineer for the giant Sun Microsystems. Another was a Boulder consultant named Christopher Locke, late of such hoary outfits as IBM, MCI, and Carnegie Mellon. There was a well-known Silicon Valley publicist named Doc Searls and a longtime high-tech marketer from Boston whose name, David Weinberger, I recognized from his commentaries on National Public Radio’s “All Things Considered.”

 



They were, in short, fixtures of the high-tech establishment—but being establishment made their renunciation of business-as-usual all the more powerful.

 



The manifesto URL leaped between cubicles like mononucleosis through a co-ed dorm. Some readers found it pretentious, bordering on smug. (To those of delicate sensibility, it was.) Some found it nihilistic. (It wasn’t.) But all found it arresting and impossible to ignore. The manifesto became a kind of user’s guide to the Internet economy—a world of new online communities; of self-organizing corporate employees; of Linux and other “open source” movements that seem to erupt from thin air.

 



So now, for anyone who missed it the first time and for everyone else who wants more, we have THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO, one of the first books written as sequel to a Web site.

 



I look at a huge number of business books. I actually read some of them and have published reviews on more than my share. I’ll mention a few ways THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO is like no other.

First, this is no feel-good book. Though the broad theme is overwhelmingly optimistic, the details will make you squirm. This is an obituary for business-as-usual. It shows how your Web strategy may be minutes from obsolescence. It reveals how the Internet has made your entry-level employees as powerful as your senior vice president of marketing. Recall what THE JUNGLE did to meat packing, what SILENT SPRING did to chemicals, what UNSAFE AT ANY SPEED did to Detroit. That’s the spirit with which THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO takes on the arrogance of corporate e-commerce. (Notably, some of the best material comes from the authors’ own experiences within big companies, and they name names.)

 



Second, this is not a how-to book, unless you need a remedial lesson in being human. For all their righteous self-assuredness about the Internet revolution, these authors don’t presume to tell you how to run your business or your career. One-size-fits-all “programs” and “methodologies” are just ways for consultants to gouge clients and book buyers. Instead, this book simply describes business as it really is and as it’s really becoming. You’ll come away from these pages with a new set of eyes for redirecting your career or rehabilitating your company according to its own unique circumstances.

 



Third, this book is not boring. The whole message here, after all, involves speaking with a human voice. That means stories instead of lectures, humor instead of hubris, description instead of PowerPoint pie charts. (Imagine IN SEARCH OF EXCELLENCE crossed with FEAR AND LOATHING IN LAS VEGAS.) When was the last time you laughed out loud reading a business book?

 



And why not laughter? It’s one of the signature melodies of human conversation. This book shows how conversation forms the basis of business, how business lost that voice for a while, and how that language is returning to business thanks to a technology that inspires, and in many cases demands, that we speak from the heart.

 



To rip off what rock critic Jon Landau once said about Bruce Springsteen: I’ve seen the future of business, and it’s THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO. At first you may be tempted to hide this book inside the dust jacket for  customers.com or something equally conventional. But in time you’ll see the  book spreading. It will become acceptable, if never entirely accepted. It will certainly become essential. Why am I so sure? Because like nothing else out there, it shows us how to grasp the human side of business and technology, and being human, try as we might, is the only fate from which we can never escape.


 



—Thomas Petzinger, Jr.  
The Wall Street Journal







THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO




People of Earth... 

A POWERFUL GLOBAL CONVERSATION HAS BEGUN. Through the Internet, people are discovering and inventing new ways to share relevant knowledge with blinding speed. As a direct result, markets are getting smarter—and getting smarter faster than most companies.

 



These markets are conversations. Their members communicate in language that is natural, open, honest, direct, funny, and often shocking. Whether explaining or complaining, joking or serious, the human voice is unmistakably genuine. It can’t be faked.

 



Most corporations, on the other hand, only know how to talk in the soothing, humorless monotone of the mission statement, marketing brochure, and your-call-is-important-to-us busy signal. Same old tone, same old lies. No wonder networked markets have no respect for companies unable or unwilling to speak as they do.

 



But learning to speak in a human voice is not some trick, nor will corporations convince us they are human with lip service about “listening to customers.”  They will only sound human when they empower real human beings to speak on their behalf.

 



While many such people already work for companies today, most companies ignore their ability to deliver genuine knowledge, opting instead to crank out sterile happytalk that insults the intelligence of markets literally too smart to buy it.

 



However, employees are getting hyperlinked even as markets are. Companies need to listen carefully to both. Mostly, they need to get out of the way so intranetworked employees can converse directly with internetworked markets.

 



Corporate firewalls have kept smart employees in and smart markets out. It’s going to cause real pain to tear those walls down. But the result will be a new kind of conversation. And it will be the most exciting conversation business has ever engaged in.




95 Theses 

1. Markets are conversations. 

2. Markets consist of human beings, not demographic sectors. 

3. Conversations among human beings sound human. They are conducted in a human voice. 

4. Whether delivering information, opinions, perspectives, dissenting arguments, or humorous asides, the human voice is typically open, natural, uncontrived. 

5. People recognize each other as such from the sound of this voice. 

6. The Internet is enabling conversations among human beings that were simply not possible in the era of mass media. 

7. Hyperlinks subvert hierarchy. 

8. In both internetworked markets and among intranetworked employees, people are speaking to each other in a powerful new way. 

9. These networked conversations are enabling powerful new forms of social organization and knowledge exchange to emerge. 

10. As a result, markets are getting smarter, more informed, more organized. Participation in a networked market changes people fundamentally. 

11. People in networked markets have figured out that they get far better information and support from one another than from vendors. So much for corporate rhetoric about adding value to commoditized products. 

12. There are no secrets. The networked market knows more than companies do about their own products. And whether the news is good or bad, they tell everyone. 

13. What’s happening to markets is also happening among employees. A metaphysical construct called “The Company” is the only thing standing between the two. 

14. Corporations do not speak in the same voice as these new networked conversations. To their intended online audiences, companies sound hollow, flat, literally inhuman. 

15. In just a few more years, the current homogenized “voice” of business—the sound of mission statements and brochures—will seem as contrived and artificial as the language of the 18th-century French court. 

16. Already, companies that speak in the language of the pitch, the dog-and-pony show, are no longer speaking to anyone. 

17. Companies that assume online markets are the same markets that used to watch their ads on television are kidding themselves. 

18. Companies that don’t realize their markets are now networked person-to-person, getting smarter as a result and deeply joined in conversation, are missing their best opportunity. 

19. Companies can now communicate with their markets directly. If they blow it, it could be their last chance. 

20. Companies need to realize their markets are often laughing. At them. 

21. Companies need to lighten up and take themselves less seriously. They need to get a sense of humor. 

22. Getting a sense of humor does not mean putting some jokes on the corporate web site. Rather, it requires big values, a little humility, straight talk, and a genuine point of view. 

23. Companies attempting to “position” themselves need to take a position. Optimally, it should relate to something their market actually cares about. 

24. Bombastic boasts—”We are positioned to become the preeminent provider of XYZ”—do not constitute a position. 

25. Companies need to come down from their Ivory Towers and talk to the people with whom they hope to create relationships. 

26. Public Relations does not relate to the public. Companies are deeply afraid of their markets. 

27. By speaking in language that is distant, uninviting, arrogant, they build walls to keep markets at bay. 

28. Most marketing programs are based on the fear that the market might see what’s really going on inside the company. 

29. Elvis said it best: “We can’t go on together with suspicious minds.” 

30. Brand loyalty is the corporate version of going steady, but the breakup is inevitable—and coming fast. Because they are networked, smart markets are able to renegotiate relationships with blinding speed. 

31. Networked markets can change suppliers overnight. Networked knowledge workers can change employers over lunch. Your own “downsizing initiatives” taught us to ask the question: “Loyalty? What’s that?” 

32. Smart markets will find suppliers who speak their own language. 

33. Learning to speak with a human voice is not a parlor trick. It can’t be “picked up” at some tony conference. 

34. To speak with a human voice, companies must share the concerns of their communities. 

35. But first, they must belong to a community. 

36. Companies must ask themselves where their corporate cultures end. 

37. If their cultures end before the community begins, they will have no market. 

38. Human communities are based on discourse—on human speech about human concerns. 

39. The community of discourse is the market. 

40. Companies that do not belong to a community of discourse will die. 

41. Companies make a religion of security, but this is largely a red herring. Most are protecting less against competitors than against their own market and workforce. 

42. As with networked markets, people are also talking to each other directly inside the company—and not just about rules and regulations, boardroom directives, bottom lines. 

43. Such conversations are taking place today on corporate intranets. But only when the conditions are right. 

44. Companies typically install intranets top-down to distribute HR policies and other corporate information that workers are doing their best to ignore. 

45. Intranets naturally tend to route around boredom. The best are built bottom-up by engaged individuals cooperating to construct something far more valuable: an intranetworked corporate conversation. 

46. A healthy intranet organizes workers in many meanings of the word. Its effect is more radical than the agenda of any union. 

47. While this scares companies witless, they also depend heavily on open intranets to generate and share critical knowledge. They need to resist the urge to “improve” or control these networked conversations. 

48. When corporate intranets are not constrained by fear and legalistic rules, the type of conversation they encourage sounds remarkably like the conversation of the networked marketplace. 

49. Org charts worked in an older economy where plans could be fully understood from atop steep management pyramids and detailed work orders could be handed down from on high. 

50. Today, the org chart is hyperlinked, not hierarchical. Respect for hands-on knowledge wins over respect for abstract authority. 

51. Command-and-control management styles both derive from and reinforce bureaucracy, power tripping, and an overall culture of paranoia. 

52. Paranoia kills conversation. That’s its point. But lack of open conversation kills companies. 

53. There are two conversations going on. One inside the company. One with the market. 

54. In most cases, neither conversation is going very well. Almost invariably, the cause of failure can be traced to obsolete notions of command and control. 

55. As policy, these notions are poisonous. As tools, they are broken. Command and control are met with hostility by intranetworked knowledge workers and generate distrust in internetworked markets. 

56. These two conversations want to talk to each other. They are speaking the same language. They recognize each other’s voices. 

57. Smart companies will get out of the way and help the inevitable to happen sooner. 

58. If willingness to get out of the way is taken as a measure of IQ, then very few companies have yet wised up. 

59. However subliminally at the moment, millions of people now online perceive companies as little more than quaint legal fictions that are actively preventing these conversations from intersecting. 

60. This is suicidal. Markets want to talk to companies. 

61. Sadly, the part of the company a networked market wants to talk to is usually hidden behind a smokescreen of hucksterism, of language that rings false—and often is. 

62. Markets do not want to talk to flacks and hucksters. They want to participate in the conversations going on behind the corporate firewall. 

63. De-cloaking, getting personal: We are those markets. We want to talk to you. 

64. We want access to your corporate information, to your plans and strategies, your best thinking, your genuine knowledge. We will not settle for the four-color brochure, for web sites chock-a-block with eye candy but lacking any substance. 

65. We’re also the workers who make your companies go. We want to talk to customers directly in our own voices, not in platitudes written into a script. 

66. As markets, as workers, both of us are sick to death of getting our information by remote control. Why do we need faceless annual reports and third-hand market research studies to introduce us to each other? 

67. As markets, as workers, we wonder why you’re not listening. You seem to be speaking a different language. 

68. The inflated self-important jargon you sling around—in the press, at your conferences—what’s that got to do with us? 

69. Maybe you’re impressing your investors. Maybe you’re impressing Wall Street. You’re not impressing us. 

70. If you don’t impress us, your investors are going to take a bath. Don’t they understand this? If they did, they wouldn’t let you talk that way. 

71. Your tired notions of “the market” make our eyes glaze over. We don’t recognize ourselves in your projections—perhaps because we know we’re already elsewhere. 

72. We like this new marketplace much better. In fact, we are creating it. 

73. You’re invited, but it’s our world. Take your shoes off at the door. If you want to barter with us, get down off that camel! 

74. We are immune to advertising. Just forget it. 

75. If you want us to talk to you, tell us something. Make it something interesting for a change. 

76. We’ve got some ideas for you too: some new tools we need, some better service. Stuff we’d be willing to pay for. Got a minute? 

77. You’re too busy “doing business” to answer our e-mail? Oh gosh, sorry, gee, we’ll come back later. Maybe. 

78. You want us to pay? We want you to pay attention. 

79. We want you to drop your trip, come out of your neurotic self-involvement, join the party. 

80. Don’t worry, you can still make money. That is, as long as it’s not the only thing on your mind. 

81. Have you noticed that, in itself, money is kind of one-dimensional and boring? What else can we talk about? 

82. Your product broke. Why? We’d like to ask the guy who made it. Your corporate strategy makes no sense. We’d like to have a chat with your CEO. What do you mean she’s not in? 

83. We want you to take 50 million of us as seriously as you take one reporter from THE WALL STREET JOURNAL. 

84. We know some people from your company. They’re pretty cool online. Do you have any more like that you’re hiding? Can they come out and play? 

85. When we have questions we turn to each other for answers. If you didn’t have such a tight rein on “your people” maybe they’d be among the people we’d turn to. 

86. When we’re not busy being your “target market,” many of us are your people. We’d rather be talking to friends online than watching the clock. That would get your name around better than your entire million-dollar web site. But you tell us speaking to the market is Marketing’s job. 

87. We’d like it if you got what’s going on here. That’d be real nice. But it would be a big mistake to think we’re holding our breath. 

88. We have better things to do than worry about whether you’ll change in time to get our business. Business is only a part of our lives. It seems to be all of yours. Think about it: Who needs whom? 

89. We have real power and we know it. If you don’t quite see the light, some other outfit will come along that’s more attentive, more interesting more fun to play with. 

90. Even at its worst, our newfound conversation is more interesting than most trade shows, more entertaining than any TV sitcom, and certainly more true-to-life than the corporate web sites we’ve been seeing. 

91. Our allegiance is to ourselves—our friends, our new allies and acquaintances, even our sparring partners. Companies that have no part in this world also have no future. 

92. Companies are spending billions of dollars on Y2K. Why can’t they hear this market timebomb ticking? The stakes are even higher. 

93. We’re both inside companies and outside them. The boundaries that separate our conversations look like the Berlin Wall today, but they’re really just an annoyance. We know they’re coming down. We’re going to work from both sides to take them down. 

94. To traditional corporations, networked conversations may appear confused, may sound confusing. But we are organizing faster than they are. We have better tools, more new ideas, no rules to slow us down. 

95. We are waking up and linking to each other. We are watching. But we are not waiting. 





The Elevator Rap


WHEN

(Inter) networked Markets

meet

(Intra) networked Workers

 



 



The connectedness of the Web is transforming what’s inside and outside your business—your market and your employees.

 



 



Through the Internet, the people in your markets are discovering and inventing new ways to converse. They’re talking about your business. They’re telling one another the truth, in very human voices.

 



Intranets are enabling your best people to hyperlink themselves together, outside the org chart. They’re incredibly productive and innovative. They’re telling one another the truth, in very human voices.

 



 



There’s a new conversation between and among your market and your workers. It’s making them smarter and it’s enabling them to discover their human voices.

 



You have two choices. You can continue to lock yourself behind facile corporate words and happytalk brochures.

 



Or you can join the conversation.







INTRODUCTION

WHAT IF THE REAL ATTRACTION OF THE INTERNET IS NOT its cutting-edge bells and whistles, its jazzy interface, or any of the advanced technology that underlies its pipes and wires? What if, instead, the attraction is an atavistic throwback to the prehistoric human fascination with telling tales? Five thousand years ago, the marketplace was the hub of civilization, a place to which traders returned from remote lands with exotic spices, silks, monkeys, parrots, jewels—and fabulous stories.

 



In many ways, the Internet more resembles an ancient bazaar than it fits the business models companies try to impose upon it. Millions have flocked to the Net in an incredibly short time, not because it was user-friendly—it wasn’t—but because it seemed to offer some intangible quality long missing in action from modern life. In sharp contrast to the alienation wrought by homogenized broadcast media, sterilized mass “culture,” and the enforced anonymity of bureaucratic organizations, the Internet connected people to each other and provided a space in which the human voice would be rapidly rediscovered.

 



Though corporations insist on seeing it as one, the new marketplace is not necessarily a market at all. To its inhabitants, it is primarily a place in which all participants are audience to each other. The entertainment is not packaged; it is intrinsic. Unlike the lockstep conformity imposed by television, advertising, and corporate propaganda, the Net has given new legitimacy—and free rein—to play. Many of those drawn into this world find themselves exploring a freedom never before imagined: to indulge their curiosity, to debate, to disagree, to laugh at themselves, to compare visions, to learn, to create new art, new knowledge.

Because the Internet is so technically efficient, it has also been adopted by companies seeking to become more productive. They too are hungry for knowledge, for the intellectual capital that has become more valuable than bricks and mortar or any tangible asset. What they didn’t count on were the other effects of Web technology. Hypertext is inherently nonhierarchical and antibureaucratic. It does not reinforce loyalty and obedience; it encourages idle speculation and loose talk. It encourages stories.

 



These new conversations online—whether on the wild and wooly Internet or on (slightly) more sedate corporate intranets—are generating new ways of looking at problems. They are spawning new perspectives, new tools, and a new kind of intellectual bravery more comfortable with risk than with regulation. The result is not just new things learned but a vastly enhanced ability to learn things. And the pace of this learning is accelerating. In the networked marketplace it is reflected in the joy of play. On company intranets it is reflected in the joy of knowledge. But it’s getting difficult to tell the two apart. Employees go home and get online. They bring new attitudes back to work the next day. Enthusiastic surfers get hired and bring strange new views into corporations that, until now, have successfully protected themselves from everything else. The World Wide Web reinforces freedom. The Internet routes around obstacles. The confluence of these conversations is not only inevitable, it has largely already occurred.

 



Many companies fear these changes, seeing in them only a devastating loss of control. But control is a losing game in a global marketplace where the range of customer choice is already staggering and a suicidal game for companies that must come up with the knowledge necessary to create those market choices.

 



While command and control may have reached a cul-de-sac, the intersection of the market conversation with the conversation of the corporate workforce hardly signals the end of commerce. Instead, this convergence promises a vibrant renewal in which commerce becomes far more naturally integrated into the life of individuals and communities.

 



THIS BOOK TELLS A STORY. FOUR TIMES. MANY TIMES. It is the story of how these things have happened—and some powerful hints about what could happen from here on out.






INTRODUCTION TO THE TENTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION
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The End? Of Business? As Usual?

DAVID WEINBERGER

WHEN THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO CAME OUT TEN YEARS AGO, ITS subtitle made a prediction or a threat, depending on which side of the corporate desk your chair was placed on: THE END OF BUSINESS AS USUAL. A decade later, not that much seems to have changed, except for our book’s subtitle. Business has had its ups and downs, but that’s, well, usual for business.

 



Did the original edition of CLUETRAIN commit the Fallacy of Hyperbolic Subtitle?

 



It depends which of the four of us you ask. For, in this tenth anniversary edition—which, because it adds about half again to the original text, should perhaps be called a tenth anniversary addition—we are in a peculiar position. The four authors disagree about the extent to which we got it right, but the three guest contributors are less hesitant. Jake McKee (Lego), J. P. Rangaswami (British Telecom), and Dan Gillmor (the highly esteemed journalist who has led the way with citizen journalism) think CLUETRAIN definitely was on to something.

 



On to what? Five years before the idea of Web 2.0 was born, CLUETRAIN said that the Web was not what business and the media were insisting it was. Those  institutions looked into the deep pond of the Web and saw their own reflections. To business, the Web looked like nothing but a chance to advertise, to market, and to sell stuff. To the media, the Web looked like a publishing medium. Of course the Web is both those things, but most of all (CLUETRAIN said), it is a place where we humans get to talk with one another in our own voices about what matters to us. For you cannot explain the world’s rapid embrace of this odd new technology by saying that we humans were so inspired by the prospect of paperless catalog shopping. Nor can you attribute it to an unprecedented global desire to become research librarians. No, said CLUETRAIN, the Web is touching our most ancient of needs: to connect.

 



And to talk. Doc Searls’s phrase, which predated CLUETRAIN, stuck: markets are conversations. They were conversations before the Industrial Revolution (woven through CLUETRAIN is a historical thread) and now, thanks to the Net, they were again. Most of all, markets are conversations among customers, and marketers better think twice before they stick their noses in. We treasure our conversations most of all because they are ours, the way marketing-speak never is.

 



While CLUETRAIN was pitched as a business book, and the best-known phrase from it talked about markets, we never thought it was only about business. Business is just the best example we could find. Markets are conversations, but so are businesses, governments, schools, and the Net. Of course, they are also more than that, but noticing and valuing the conversational side of each of those institutions still draws our attention to the aspects that are more unsettled, improvisational, passionate, and human.

 



So, were we right in our implicit prediction that business as usual was about to end? Not exactly. Huge corporations still stalk the earth. We still report to hierarchical structures that cut us paychecks in exchange for obedience. Our bosses still trend more toward a-holism than do our coworkers. Television commercials have expanded from the interstices to overlaying the very programs we’re watching. In fact, the Web has given marketers opportunities to betray us in more inventive ways.

 



All four of the authors cop to that. Yup. But a quick and obvious “we were wrong” actually misses the ways we were right. The problem is, our culture has  absorbed so many of these changes that it’s easy to miss just how weird the new normal is. For example:

 



There are tens of millions of active blogs.

 



Social networking sites—Facebook, MySpace, and let’s count Twitter here too—have created a new platform for one of our most basic relationships: friendship.

 



Online retailers routinely let their customers review the products retailers are trying to sell. Bad reviews stand next to good ones, untouched.

 



Customers will leave a site that does not let them find exactly what they want without having to wade through pages that flog products the company wants to sell them.

 



Users post in public places the pages that they want to bookmark, and these social bookmarks are then used as a new system of categorization and classification of other people’s “content,” including businesses’.

 



A company’s site has become one of the last places customers go when they have questions. The customers are happily, yes, conversing on blogs, review sites, and forums.

 



The recording industry has been subverted by an ethos of sharing.

 



Newspapers are on the verge of collapse as their functionality has been taken over by more efficient mechanisms: Distribution by anything with a screen, coverage by syndicates such as AP and Reuters, commentary by everyone with an opinion, editorial judgment by everyone who can make a recommendation via email or a Website, and classified ads by a guy named Craig. Of course, it’s uncertain that we’re going to be able to replace all of what we’re losing, but for newspapers, it’s certainly not business as usual.

 



Some companies are far more transparent with their customers and employees than they were. So are some politicians.

 



Working from home has become commonplace for many people.

Leaders who lead as if they are the highest incarnation of Business Man look increasingly foolish. We’ve learned that some of the largest projects cannot be accomplished so long as leaders get in the way.

 



Scholars and scientists are coming to the conclusion that the old system of scholarly publishing is a crime against their vocation. They are inventing ways to share their work more widely, earlier, and more intimately.

 



Customers and citizens always expect more information. No matter how much they have, they expect links to another set of pages.

 



The mean time before frustration with companies that are unresponsive to customer inquiries has dropped from weeks to minutes.

 



Companies and occasional industries have realized that they do better if they give information away instead of treating it as an asset to be guarded. Case in point: The NEW YORK TIMES finally made its archives available, in part because charging for access kept its wealth of information from showing up in search results, hurting the newspaper’s prestige and its online ad revenues.

 



Instant messaging, which companies at first thought was for kids and gossip, now has become a standard part of many companies’ internal and external infrastructures. Next up: social networks and Twitter.

 



Companies routinely run blogs where employees (including senior managers sometimes) talk like actual people.

 



On these blogs, and through other means, companies are far more likely to disclose possible future directions than they were before.

 



While some products of course remain scarce, the information about products is super-abundant. Company strategies that try to control the stream of information routinely now simply make the company look like a scaredy-cat.

 



Google has become a verb.

 



The small actions of many individuals can be aggregated in “crowd sourcing” applications that do everything from notify a city of burned-out streetlights to  document acts of violence during the disturbances in Kenya in January 2008.

 



A presidential candidate won an election in part because he successfully combined bottom-up organization with sufficient top-down coordination.

 



We built the world’s greatest encyclopedia in our spare time.

 



Creating, watching, rating, recommending, and talking about homemade videos is eating into the time we are supposed to spend every day narcotized in front of the TV.

 



With these boons has come an expanding range of online horror: sites that appeal to the worst in us, tools for plotting attacks that intend to terrorize us, online bullying, global botnets that rip us off, calculated invasions of our privacy, and the unimagined depravities sure to turn up tomorrow. But the question at the moment isn’t whether the Web is good or bad. (The answer to that is yes.) The question is how hyperbolic was CLUETRAIN’S original subtitle.

 



The list of individual changes, large and small, points to four profound shifts in what business as usual used to take for granted.


What does “Cluetrain” mean?


Only after the first edition of the original  Cluetrain book was published did we realize that we had neglected to explain where the title came from. We weren’t trying to be mysterious. In fact, the Cluetrain.com site had explained it from the beginning. We just forgot to put it in the book. During one of the long phone conversations that gave rise to the book, Doc was reminded of a Silicon Valley company about which a friend had said, “The clue train stopped there four times a day, and  they never took delivery.” We all laughed. Ten  minutes later, Doc interjected into the phone conversation that he had just registered  cluetrain.com.




First, companies used to be in an us-them relationship with their customers. The business had sharp edges and sometimes sharp elbows. Now the lines are smudged. Sure, there’s an important financial and legal difference between an employee and a customer, and there always (always?) will be. But business  processes now routinely transgress those lines, from inviting customers into the product planning process to participating in the online reviews.

 



Second, customers are so empowered that they don’t feel especially empowered. The new normal is that we expect businesses to listen to us. The companies that don’t are now perceived quite clearly as dinosaurs.

 



Third, we’ve broken the back of the old realism. It turns out that we can do more than we thought. It’s hard to grasp what’s realistic because the scale of connections is unthinkable. It’s like thinking that natural selection cannot account for eyeballs because it’s so hard to imagine what 4.5 billion years of life could do.

 



Fourth, the most important realistic idea that lies broken at our feet is that ultimately we’re individuals out for our own good. There are now too many spectacularly successful projects to hold on to that characterization of human beings. We are selfish, sure, but we are also generous. We create sites for free, and then we’ll put in links to entice people to go somewhere else. We build amazing projects that the old realism would have dismissed as mere subtitle hyperbolism.

 



Lots of the old ways of doing and thinking about business remain. Of course. But we’re not done yet, we people of earth. A powerful global conversation has begun...
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Markets Are Relationships

DOC SEARLS

WHEN ALL YOU’VE GOT IS A HAMMER, BAD SERVICE LOOKS LIKE A NAIL.

 



In August 2007, Mona Shaw took a hammer to her local Comcast office. Literally. First, BAM! She blasted the customer service rep’s keyboard. Then BOOM! She took out a monitor. Then POW! She destroyed a phone. People screamed and ran. When the cops showed up, WHACK! She hammered the phone, one more time. Up to this point, there was nothing exceptional about Mrs. Shaw. She was a retired nurse. A grandmother. She took in stray dogs. She went to church every Sunday, and was the secretary for both her local AARP and a square dance club. What made her snap was something even less exceptional: awful customer service.

 



According to Mona and her husband Don,1 it all began when they signed up for Comcast’s much-promoted Triple Play—a deal that combined telephone, TV, and Internet service. First the Comcast service guy failed to show up on the appointed Monday. When he did finally come, two days later, he didn’t finish the job and left tools behind. Meanwhile, Comcast changed the Shaws’ phone number, which they had been using for thirty-four years. When Mona called Comcast  on a cell phone,2 she got lost in the company’s call center maze. On Friday morning Comcast cut off all three of the Shaw’s services. That afternoon Mona and Don went to Comcast’s local office and asked to see the manager. A customer service rep told them somebody would be right with them and to sit outside on a bench—in the August heat. Two hours went by before somebody leaned out the door, said the manager had left for the weekend, and thanked the couple for coming. The next Monday, Mona returned with her hammer and got everybody’s attention.

 



At that point in time, THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO was more than eight years old. Its subhead—THE END OF BUSINESS AS USUAL—did not apply to Comcast. Or to most forms of “customer service.”




Unstarted Business 

NOT LONG AFTER THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO CAME OUT, I WAS having a beer with Jakob Nielsen, one of the world’s top website usability experts and an unusually insightful guy. The subject at hand was CLUETRAIN’S success. Why did it so quickly become a best-seller? I had my own theories, but Jakob blew them away with an observation I hadn’t heard before and haven’t shaken since: “You guys defected from marketing, and sided with markets against marketing.”

 



He was right.

 



When we were starting work on the Cluetrain website in early 1999, the project wasn’t on the front burner for any of us. Chris Locke put it there when he sent the rest of us an email with a little graphic that said, “We are not seats or eyeballs or end users or consumers. We are human beings, and our reach exceeds your grasp. Deal with it.”

 



Note the first-person we. Not the second-person you.

 



That statement adrenalized us. It also gave us our voice.

 



Jakob said CLUETRAIN’S voice was that of the market, not of marketing—and that this was why CLUETRAIN adrenalized readers too. We spoke to, and  for, all human beings who know in their bones that the Net empowers everybody connected through it: buyers as well as sellers, and not just because sellers have cool new ways of “serving the customer.”

 



Yet ten years have gone by, and customer reach still does not exceed seller grasp. Not when companies still speak of “acquiring,” “owning,” “controlling,” and “locking in” customers as if they were slaves. Not when “customer support” sends callers down mazes of discouraging choices, and scripted “conversation” is outsourced to weary laborers in far corners of the globe. Not when “relationships” are based on terms-of-service “agreements” that nobody reads and give all advantages to the seller. Not when an old lady can bust up a “service” office because she can’t get any.

 



While there is much to love about doing business on the Net, there is much more that’s still a pain in the ass. Think about it. Do you need to sign an agreement to shop at a department store? Do you need to login and enter a password to do business at a dress shop or a shoe store? No. That’s because the physical world of business is still more sensible than the virtual one.

 



But let’s be fair. It’s still early. E-commerce is just four years older than CLUETRAIN. Real-world business has been around since Ur. There is much catching up to do.

 



For doing that, I see two ways we can go. One is to wait until “customer care” loses its irony. The other is to take action—to create tools that put customers in the driver’s seat rather than in the back of the bus. This chapter is about the latter choice.




The Assignment 

NOT LONG AFTER CLUETRAIN CAME OUT IN EARLY 2000, I FOUND myself on a cross-country flight, sitting beside a Nigerian pastor named Sayo Ajiboye. After we began to talk, it became clear to me that Sayo (pronounced “Shaiyo”) was a deeply wise man. Among his accomplishments was translating the highly annotated Thompson Bible into his native Yoruba language: a project that took eight of his thirty-nine years.

I told him that I had been involved in a far more modest book project—THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO—and was traveling the speaking circuit, promoting it. When Sayo asked me what the book was about, I explained how “markets are conversations” was the first of our ninety-five theses, and how we had unpacked it in a chapter by that title. Sayo listened thoughtfully, then came back with the same response I had heard from other readers in what back then was still called the Third World: “Markets are conversations” is a pretty smart thing for well-off guys from the First World to be talking about. But it doesn’t go far enough.

 



When I asked him why, he told me to imagine we were in a “natural” marketplace—a real one in, say, an African village where one’s “brand” was a matter of personal reputation, and where nobody ruled customer choices with a pricing gun. Then he picked up one of those blue airline pillows and told me to imagine it was a garment, such as a coat, and that I was interested in buying it. “What’s the first thing you would say to the seller?” he asked.

 



“What does it cost?”

 



“Yes, you would say that,” he replied, meaning that this was typical of a First World shopper for whom price is the primary concern. Then he asked me to imagine that a conversation follows between the seller and me—that the two of us get to know each other a bit and learn from each other. “Now,” he asked, “What happens to the price?”

 



I said maybe now I’m willing to pay more while the seller is willing to charge less.

 



“Why?” Sayo asked.

 



I didn’t have an answer.

 



“Because you now have a relationship,” he said.

 



As we continued talking, it became clear to me that everything that happens in a marketplace falls into just three categories: transaction, conversation, and  relationship. In our First World business culture, transaction matters most, conversation less, and relationship least. Worse, we conceive and justify everything in transactional terms. Nothing matters more than price and “the bottom line.” By looking at markets through the prism of transaction, or even conversation, we miss the importance of relationship. We also don’t see how relationship has a value all its own: one that transcends, even as it improves, the other two.

 



Consider your relationship with friends and family, Sayo said. The value system there is based on caring and generosity, not on price. Balance and reciprocity may play in a relationship, but are not the basis of it. One does not make deals for love. There are other words for that.

 



Back in the industrialized world, few of our market relationships run so deep, nor should they. By necessity much of our relating is shallow and temporary. We don’t want to get personal with an ATM machine or even with real bank tellers. Friendly is nice, but in most business situations that’s about as far as we want to go.

 



But relationship is a broad category: broad enough to contain all forms of relating—the shallow as well as the deep, the temporary as well as the enduring. In the business culture of the industrialized world, Sayo said, we barely understand relationship’s full meaning or potential. And we should. Doing so would be good for business.

 



So he told me our next assignment was to unpack and study another thesis:  Markets are relationships.




Containment Versus Relationship 

IN FACT, “RELATIONSHIP” IS ALREADY THE MIDDLE NAME OF A multi-billion-dollar industry called customer relationship management (CRM).3  The father of CRM is Thomas Siebel, whose book, TAKING CARE OF BUSINESS (2002), outlines “principles of eBusiness” that include “Know your customer,” “Personalize the customer experience,” “Optimize the value of every customer,” “Focus on 100 percent customer satisfaction,” and so on.4


 



The first problem here is that no customer can be 100 percent satisfied by services built for populations rather than for individuals. Companies (at least  the ones that can afford CRM systems) interact with “the customer” and not with you. The common functions of CRM—marketing automation, sales force automation, call centers, lead generation, direct marketing, and other forms of management—are instruments of generalization. They treat customers as templates. CRM can improve those templates, developing better guesswork about what you might want; but it’s still guesswork. It may be personalized, but it’s not personal.

 



The second problem is that CRM would rather have captive customers than free ones. Every CRM system maintains what in the computer industry we call “silos” or “walled gardens.” In Chapter 5 of CLUETRAIN (“The Hyperlinked Organization”), David Weinberger calls them “Fort Business.” They are the containers companies build to “retain” customers they have “acquired,” and where they “control,” “own,” and otherwise “lock in” those customers. Silos take the form of frequent flyer programs, publisher subscription lists, “memberships” of many kinds and—perhaps worst of all—“loyalty cards.” Today nearly every grocery store, department store, bookstore chain, hotel chain, airline, and car rental company has its own “loyalty program,” each a silo of its own. I have one friend who carries around a key ring the size of a necklace, strung with many dozens of little “key tags,” each with its own corporate logo and personal bar-code. All these systems are exclusive and incompatible with other loyalty programs. All are designed to increase “switching costs” and maintain other inconveniences for the customer.

 



The third problem is that CRM isn’t built to deal with free and independent customers. Even on the Internet, where individuals enjoy far more independence and autonomy than ever, there persists an Industrial Age belief that “empowering” customers is an outside job—one only vendors can provide. There is little if any recognition that customers have any native power at all. All customer worth derives from cash, credit, and privileges granted by vendors. The best customer is a captive one, the assumption goes. Hence a “free market” is Your Choice Of Silo. We have been living with this belief for so long that we can hardly imagine any other market condition.

 



The novelist William Gibson once said, “The future is already here—it’s just not evenly distributed.” Customer service is a great example of an undistributed future. Companies like eBay and Amazon provide amazing and wonderful services. But try moving your eBay reputation to Amazon, or your movie reviews from Amazon to Yahoo. Or try “relating” to any large company in ways other than those the company provides. You can’t because they control the whole thing. Your “relationship” is one they define, on their terms alone. Your choice is to live inside their silo or go find another one.

 



There is a good reason why CRM systems haven’t made more progress: because they can’t. Even if they all improved their relating ability a hundredfold, they’d each be doing it differently. They would still have their own ways of making you talk. It’s like having to speak Swahili to one company, Greek to another, and Urdu to a third. We’re stuck in the same kind of world that online companies occupied in 1990. The Internet existed then, but it was confined to government bodies, universities, and research institutions. Out in the commercial marketplace your only online choices were the likes of Compuserve, AOL, and Prodigy. Each was a silo with its own ways of organizing content and controlling communications. For example, each had its own email system, so you couldn’t send messages from one silo to another. Your data wasn’t even your own. It lived inside the system, where most of it got erased after a while anyway.

 



CRM systems are still stuck in this kind of world. It isn’t a problem companies or their CRM suppliers can fix by themselves, any more than Compuserve or AOL could fix themselves before the Net came along. Only customers—that’s us—can make CRM fully compliant with the Internet. Only we can prove that free customers are more valuable than captive ones.




VRM Meets CRM 

AFTER GETTING MY MARKETS ARE RELATIONSHIPS ASSIGNMENT from Sayo, I began looking for technological developments that would do two things: (1) advance customer independence and (2) enable customers to engage vendors in ways that would be good for both sides. This drew me into conversations with developers in the digital identity movement. The first of these was Andre Durand, a prime mover behind Jabber instant messaging and its silo-spanning protocol, XMPP (both the brainchildren of Jeremie Miller, who has  moved on to revolutionizing search, among other projects). Andre convinced me that individuals need to be in control of their own digital identity information, and that this control will be the first step toward full empowerment for customers, and the elimination of guesswork by vendors about what customers want.

 



By 2005, I had become a prime mover as well—in the “user-centric” digital identity movement. There are many development communities within that movement, all of which share the belief that individuals need to be at the centers of their own digital lives, and not peripheral dependents either of vendors or identity providers—which in many cases are the same thing. My work as a founder of the Identity Gang (yes, it was called that) brought me to the attention of John Clippinger, a senior fellow at Harvard’s Berkman Center for Internet and Society. John offered Berkman as a clubhouse for the Gang (which has since become part of Identity Commons), and in the summer of 2006 I became a fellow at Berkman as well.

 



By this time I had begun to realize that identity control needed to be user-driven and not just “user-centric” (a distinction later clarified5 for me by Adriana Cronin-Lukas)6 I also realized that identity data was just one among many forms of data that needs to be under the individual’s control. In the digital world we are still only beginning to build, customers need a whole box of tools that will give them new and useful ways to engage with vendors. With their new hammers, saws, nails, and wrenches, customers can work alongside vendors, breaking down silos and replacing them with a truly open marketplace.

 



The name for this toolbox is Vendor Relationship Management (VRM). A variety of development communities are already building tools for that box. Guiding them is ProjectVRM, which I run at the Berkman Center.

 



We didn’t start by calling it VRM. That name came along in October 2006, during a Gillmor Gang podcast.7 I was explaining the project and its goals to other gang members when one of them—Mike Vizard—clarified matters by calling the effort VRM. The rest of the gang ran with it, and the baby got named.

 



It’s not a perfect name. “Vendor” is a business-to-business term (“seller” might work better in the retail world), and the scope of the challenge includes  all relationships between individuals and organizations. For example, Britt Blaser and others are working on something they call GRM, for government relationship management. Some suggest drawing a circle around all forms of relating and calling the category RM, for relationship management. We’ll see how that goes. Meanwhile, all VRM efforts share a few common purposes:1. Provide tools for individuals to manage relationships with organizations. These tools are personal. That is, they belong to the individual in the sense that they are under the individual’s control. They can also be social, in the sense that they can connect with others and support group formation and action. But they need to be personal first.

2. Make individuals the collection centers for their own data, so that transaction histories, health records, membership details, service contracts, and other forms of personal data aren’t scattered throughout a forest of silos.

3. Give individuals the ability to share data selectively, without disclosing more personal information than the individual allows.

4. Give individuals the ability to control how their data is used by others, and for how long. This will include agreements requiring others to delete the individual’s data when the relationship ends.

5. Give individuals the ability to assert their own terms of service, reducing or eliminating the need for organization-written terms of service that nobody reads and everybody has to “accept” anyway.

6. Give individuals the means for expressing demand in the open market, outside any organizational silo, without disclosing any unnecessary personal information.

7. Base relationship-managing tools on open standards, open APIs (application program interfaces), and open code. This will support a rising tide of activity that will lift an infinite variety of business boats, plus other social goods.



All these will also give rise to...




The Intention Economy 

WE WROTE THE CLUETRAIN MANIFESTO WHILE THE DOT-COM BUBBLE was still gassing up. You might say CLUETRAIN was an appeal to sanity during a period of financial euphoria. It certainly felt that way at the time.

 



The dot-com bubble popped right after the book came out in January 2000, but that wasn’t the only bubble that bothered us. We were also out to pop a much bigger bubble that had been growing since the dawn of commercial media. That bubble was advertising.

 



Unlike the dot-com bubble, the advertising bubble contains a large amount of real business. And advertising, like all bubbles, continues to grow at a suspiciously rapid rate. I’m writing this in January 2009, a time when financial news is bad across the board. This same month Google has revealed that its advertising sales revenues rose 18 percent in the last quarter, over the year before. According to PricewaterhouseCoopers, worldwide advertising spending will pass half a trillion dollars in 2010.8


 



Trust me: It’s still a bubble. So is the rest of the “attention economy” that includes promotion, public relations, direct marketing, and other ways of pushing messages through media.

 



The attention economy will crash for three reasons. First, it has always been detached from the larger economy where actual goods and services are sold to actual customers. Second, it has always been inefficient and wasteful—flaws that could be rationalized only by the absence of anything better. Third, a better system will come along in which demand drives supply at least as well as supply drives demand. In other words, when the “intention economy” outperforms the attention economy.

 



Let’s unpack all three of those reasons.

 



Number one: Customers and consumers in the attention economy are different populations. Customers are companies that buy advertising, PR, and other ways of targeting messages. Vendors are the media and agencies. You and I, as consumers of media and messages, pay nothing for advertising. We might  subscribe to some newspapers and magazines, but in most cases we’re not buying those for the advertising. (There are exceptions, such as fashion magazines, where ads are almost a form of editorial content; but in most cases advertising isn’t what gives media their intrinsic value.) In fact, most advertising is something we tolerate more than demand. (As a journalist I can say the same about most PR, even though there are notable, even noble, exceptions.)

 



Thus the attention economy takes place almost entirely on the supply side of the marketplace. The demand side only becomes involved when individuals respond positively to an attention-grabbing message. But even when we do what an ad message wants, we are not paying for the message itself, meaning that we are not involved in the transactional part of the attention economy. This fact minimizes our influence over that economy and detaches us from it. We remain mere consumers: economic animals that Jerry Michalski calls “gullets with wallets and eyeballs.”9


 



This detachment manifests as an operational split inside media organizations. That split is between what newspapers and magazines call editorial and publishing. In the online world that split is between content production and the advertising that supports it. In the old media world there was a “Chinese wall” between these two sides of the business. Reporters and editors did their best to work in isolation from influence by the mechanisms that paid for their work. In the online world the Chinese wall has cracked or disappeared. This is why and millions of website owners and bloggers (and sadly, many traditional media as well) now tailor their content for SEO (search engine optimization), so they can attract placements from Google or its competitors in the online advertising business.

 



As we pointed out ten years ago in this book, Alvin Toffler wrote about this split in THE THIRD WAVE (1980). He said we all had an “invisible wedge” in our heads, dividing our producer selves on one side from our consumer selves on the other. He said this wedge “ripped apart the underlying unity of society, creating a way of life filled with economic tension, social conflict, and psychological malaise.” That wedge is still there. And the advertising bubble on the producer side throbs in our collective heads like a giant aneurysm.

Number two: The whole attention economy, especially advertising, is a low-percentage game. John Wanamaker famously said, “Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is I don’t know which half.”10 But even this was delusional. Nearly all advertising falls on deaf ears or blind eyes. Yes, some small percentage of advertising messages get through and change minds or cause sales. But the proven success rates still involve odds in the lottery range.

 



The Internet changed this game by adding something advertising had lacked in the old analog world: accountability. As a digital medium the Net can add tracking and targeting data to advertising messages, and use that data to guide future messages far more carefully and accurately. Google especially deserves credit for making advertising accountable. Today, with Google’s Adwords and Adsense, advertisers pay only for click-throughs. Eventually advertisers may pay only for actual sales. Google also deserves credit for moving the wasteful parts of advertising off of paper and airwaves and onto server farms. But even online advertising is still a guesswork game, and guesswork means waste—of time, attention, cycles, pixels, rods, and cones. And we’re all still targets, not correspondents. There’s little or no conversation (literal or metaphorical) between seller and buyer. So, even if we make advertising better and better, it’s still guesswork. Improving the odds doesn’t change the fact that advertising remains a game of chance. Nor does it eliminate irritation to the customer. Reducing a pain in the ass doesn’t make it a kiss.

 



Number three: Something better will come along. Namely, the intention economy. This is the economy that will grow around what customers know they want and are ready to pay for. There is plenty of this in the world already. What it needs is a way to reach vendors who have no way to listen and instead are grasping at wallets with advertising. Creating the intention economy is one of the jobs we’ve taken on with VRM, in particular with a new market ritual we call the personal RFP. The term RFP (request for proposal) is a standard protocol by which buyers reach sellers in the B2B (business to business) world. RFPs have been absent in the B2C (business to consumer) world, for the simple reason that the latter goes only in one direction. The personal RFP will go in the other direction, so customers (no longer mere consumers) can tell the marketplace
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