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      Cells before Pixels…


      Ali and Julien—I love you with all of my heart, soul, cells, and pixels. You are my inspiration.


   

      Introduction


      Since 2003, I have been putting my thoughts, ideas, inspirations, and frustrations into a blog called “Six Pixels of Separation—The

         Twist Image Blog.”

      


      Admittedly, this was never my intention or plan. From the mid-1980s on, my career was in journalism. Sure, I would write the

         occasional piece for free to build credibility, prove that I could write for a well-respected editor, or get into a publication

         I admired, but the cardinal rule was: Never write for free. After all, what kind of business could I possibly generate if

         I was giving away the final product?

      


      When I joined my fellow business partners at Twist Image in 2003 to build our vision of a modern-day digital marketing and

         communications agency, I took one look around our closet-sized office space and asked, “How are we going to build this business

         and get our name out there?” At the time, we had one employee and a client list you could count on one hand of a bad high-school

         woodshop teacher. The prospect of building Twist Image was daunting. Then it struck me: I have a lot of thoughts about the

         marketing, communications, and advertising business as it currently is. I have a passion for helping others to achieve their

         business goals, and I was still more than slightly interested in writing.
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      FROM PAID TO FREE?


      But I ran into an immediate hurdle. No marketing industry magazines would let me write for them. I was unproven. I was a part

         of a start-up. They could not give me valuable pages in their magazines to wax poetic about the power of new media. Around

         this time I heard about a new online service called Blogger. Blogging was still very nascent and it was much more about being

         an online journal than a commercial and viable way to grow your business.

      


      My first posts were pretty embarrassing, but slowly I began to find my voice. I began to realize that the process I had used

         to publish my own magazines (several years before joining Twist Image) was now extinct. In the old days (about two years before

         2003), you would write an article, it would go to the editor, he or she would send it off to the production team, they would

         mock it up onto a page, sell some advertising, produce final films, print it, and distribute it, and by the time it hit the

         streets I had forgotten what I had written. But now I could type my thoughts on a word processor, copy and paste them into

         Blogger, hit the publish button, and—voilà—my words were available to the world (and those who were interested in finding them). Slowly, the blog started getting the

         attention of mainstream media. Between offers for speaking gigs and being asked to be a source in print publications and in

         mainstream media, I had a realization that writing for free was an amazing way to build community and get clients in the door.
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      YOU’LL NEVER KNOW UNLESS YOU TRY


      People are constantly saying things like “Okay, Mitch, we get it, but can you show me someone who has really grown their business

         by doing all of this stuff?” Most people see my company as it is today: multiple offices, over seventy employees, and world-class

         clients. They wonder where I find the time for all of this social media stuff. Here’s the truth: All of my past and current personal successes in life, from the growth of Twist Image to the mass media attention to the publishing

            deal that put this book in your hands, has been because of these online channels. Nothing more. Nothing less. It’s sometimes hard for me to say this because I don’t like using myself as an example. The reality

         is that my business partners and I have built a multi-million-dollar business by doing everything you’re about to read on

         the following pages.
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      IT’S SERIOUS


      The advantage is that most businesspeople still see the digital channel as a joke. They don’t take it seriously. They think

         it’s nothing more than a time suck. The good news is that the more people think like that, the wider the opportunity is for

         you to do your thing, make your own noise, and grow your online community and business while they look around wondering what’s

         happening to their market share.

      


      Most businesspeople still don’t read blogs. They don’t listen to podcasts, and they’re not even thinking about smartphones

         and Netbooks. This book is meant to “break the fishbowl.” It is meant to give the entrepreneur, the business manager, the

         vice president, the CEO, and anyone else in the business world who is not engaged in these channels a better understanding

         not only of what they are and why they are important, but also of how to use them. Not in technical speak and not in online

         jargon, but in business talk. Six Pixels of Separation is filled with stories of individuals and personal anecdotes of people who have used these channels and what they did to

         make their mark.

      


      Whether the economy is still in a slump or clawing its way back to life by the time this book hits the shelves, one thing

         will still be for certain: all of us are going to be doing a lot more with a lot less. The digital channels were meant to

         do just that. Your business has been forced to change over the past couple of years. As a result, there has never been a more

         important time to understand the myriad digital channels and free publishing tools that are right here in front of you—at

         your fingertips—and are relatively cheap, or free, and easy to use. By using these tools, you are going to learn how to do

         more with less.

      


      By understanding how this information flows online, by being engaged and connected, and by creating your own content, you

         will begin to unravel how much more efficient you can be as a business. I wrote this book to explain how I did it, so that

         you can do it too.
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      FROM DEGREES TO PIXELS


      We all know the story of Six Degrees of Separation, the idea that we are all connected through fewer than six degrees—meaning

         that I know someone, who knows someone, who knows someone, who knows someone, who knows someone, who knows someone—who knows

         you. The theory has been around for ages. It has been tested, refined, and tinkered with over the years, but it is no longer

         relevant. In the digital world there are no degrees of separation between you and your customers. You are connected. You’re even connected to those who are potential customers.

      


      The Internet, the many online social networks, and new media tools have taken the degrees away—and we’re down to pixels. This

         changes everything we know about business and how you can connect your brands, products, and services to your community.

      


      Everyone is connected. It’s time to connect your business to everyone.


   

      CHAPTER 1


      I Google You… Just Like You Google Me
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      MAYBE ALL YOU NEED IS A HUG?


      On June 20, 2004, Juan Mann was feeling low. So he did something about it. He made a simple sign that said free hugs and walked

         through the open Pitt Street Mall in Sydney, Australia, holding it over his head. For about fifteen minutes people walked

         by, stared, snickered, and muttered words behind his back.

      


      Then someone—a total stranger—came forward and took him up on his offer. Suddenly, all sorts of people started to follow suit.

         Folks throughout the mall started to hug spouses, kids, whomever.

      


      In the months leading up to that first free hug, Juan Mann (a pseudonym for “One Man”) was going through his own personal

         turmoil until he received a hug from a total stranger. In a post–9/11 world, that simple act of kindness sparked Mann to heal

         not only himself, but to heal the world. It wasn’t just Mann. After he walked around the open market with the free hugs sign,

         other strangers began making their own signs and handing out free hugs alongside him. The movement continued to grow until

         the authorities stepped in and forced the antics to stop because these people had not acquired the proper permit and licensing.

         But after accumulating 10,000 names on a petition, the free hugs movement was allowed to continue.

      


      During this time, Mann met Shimon Moore. Moore was fascinated with what was happening and spent close to two months video

         recording the free hugs (and the petition process). Along with hours of footage that he was editing down to just a few minutes,

         Moore layered over the video a song that his own band, Sick Puppies, had recorded entitled “All the Same.” During this time,

         Moore (and his band) decided to move from Sydney to Los Angeles. In 2006, word reached Moore that Mann’s grandmother had passed

         away. As a gift, Moore sent Mann the video of him giving out free hugs, along with the accompanying music. Ultimately, that

         video was uploaded to YouTube.

      


      To date, the video has had more than 40 million views and has sparked free hug movements in places like Taipei; Tel Aviv;

         Boulder, Colorado; Korea; Jordan; and just about anywhere and everywhere in between.

      


      Chances are you have probably seen the free hugs video and are now wondering, What do Juan Mann, a successful video on YouTube, and the beginning of a hippy-esque movement like “free hugs” have to do

            with my business and increasing my sales?


      Everything.


      Like Juan Mann, you and your business have a mission. Juan’s core brand values were about directly connecting to real people

         in a day and age where people were separating themselves from one another. He decided to use the Pitt Street Mall as a focus

         group to test-drive his idea and started offering his free hugs to anyone who would take one. Once you know that your product

         or service resonates with its intended audience, the next phase is to spread the message far and wide.

      


      The traditional channels of marketing, communications, advertising, and public relations can be costly and prohibitive to

         some businesses. Mann and Moore did something very interesting. They leveraged the power of the many free and easy-to-use

         tools online to spread their message to anyone and everyone who would be willing to listen. It cost zero dollars to upload

         their video to the online video-sharing service YouTube. They used these online channels in lieu of buying ads on TV or sending

         out a press release. They knew that if their message could find their intended audience, those people, in turn, would help

         them spread the message as well. They used online tools and empowered the people who were connecting with their message to

         spread it further. They used free channels to communicate. They set up groups, responded to comments, and became active participants

         in their self-created community.

      


      The greatest businesses and the most engaging brands understand how to use the more costly and traditional marketing channels

         (television, radio, print, and billboard advertising) to get their messages to spread. These newer channels—the ones that

         make Six Pixels of Separation possible—seem confusing, counterintuitive, and even scary to some corporations. They’re worried

         about “opening up.” What choice does any business have in this new world of radical transparency?

      


      One of the biggest challenges that every business faces is figuring out who the target audience is, how to connect to them,

         and how to build on those relationships. But traditionally, the cost of these activities, the cost of growing that base and

         getting it to multiply, has always been expensive. Very expensive.

      


      That’s the beauty of what Juan Mann did with his free hugs online video. The same tools he used to connect to millions (the

         actual online population is closing in on over 1.5 billion worldwide) are readily available to you as well, and, for the most

         part, they are free (or cheap). Juan Mann’s story should resonate powerfully for you and your business because Juan is not

         a high-paid digital marketing strategist, he is not a .NET programming sherpa, and his technological acumen is not all that

         Steve Jobs–ish. He’s a regular person, just like you and me, with fairly limited technical and Internet skills. That is the

         point: You don’t have to be a computer whiz or a member of the Geek Squad to make the online channel and communities work for you.


      In the end, it’s not the hugs, and it’s not YouTube or the Internet celebrity it brought Juan Mann. Along with the free and

         easy-to-use tools, the reason Juan Mann was able to make his message connect is because through these digital channels we are all connected. And that is the main point of this book.
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      SIX PIXELS OF SEPARATION = WE ARE ALL INTRINSICALLY CONNECTED


      We no longer live in a world where there are Six Degrees of Separation (where any one person is connected to anybody else

         through fewer than six degrees of separation). We are all intrinsically connected through technology, the Internet, and our

         mobile devices. These digital channels break down the notion of “it’s who you know,” because we all now live in a world where

         we can know everyone—and everyone can know us. And we’re not connected by degrees anymore; we’re simply connected. I don’t

         need an introduction to you through someone else, and you no longer need one to me. We are all a click (or a pixel) away from

         one another. This means a big change for business. This means a change in how you sell people your products and services.

         This means that building relationships and turning those relationships into an online community is more powerful and more

         important than ever before.

      


      These new online channels give you the full power to make this happen. It’s no longer about how much budget you dump into

         advertising and PR in hopes that people will see and respond to your messaging. The new online channels will work for you

         as long as you are working for them by adding value, your voice, and the ability for your consumers to connect, engage, and

         take part. This new economy is driven by your time vested—and not by your money invested.
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      YOU AND I ARE CONNECTED AND ARE A PART OF THIS EVER-EXPANDING COMMUNITY


      In the digital world, we are all intrinsically connected. Individuals, people like you and me, are able to develop not just

         our businesses, but our personal brands as well. Because of Six Pixels of Separation, the people who are connecting in these

         channels are growing personal brands that have the size, power, audience, and influence to rival the corporate branding powers

         of the biggest companies. It’s a happy problem to have if you are the owner of your own business, but this core idea is changing

         business as we know it. New breeds of entrepreneurs are emerging daily, and even those working for a company are becoming

         entrepreneurs within.

      


      Six Pixels of Separation is all about what you can do to grow your business. Many people see the Internet and think it’s just

         a bunch of pimply-faced teenagers with underdeveloped social skills who sit at home all day and engage in massive multiplayer

         online games. Or they think they’re simply too old to learn new skills, that the technology has passed them by.

      


      It hasn’t.


      Six Pixels of Separation is your guide to understanding what these digital channels really are and how best to work within them to connect, communicate,

         share, and grow your business.
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      NEWS FLASH: “YOUR BRAND IS NOT WHAT YOU SAY IT IS… IT’S WHAT GOOGLE SAYS IT IS”


      So says Chris Anderson (editor-in-chief at Wired magazine and best-selling author of The Long Tail). Now, more than ever, people’s first interaction with a brand is happening at the search box. That first page of search

         results defines you. It defines your brand and either taints you or teases the consumer to push on and read more, comment,

         or get others’ perspectives.

      


      Think about the last time you bought a car or thought about buying one. Odds are you were sitting around chatting with family

         and friends and someone suggested a specific make and model. What was your next move? Did you run down to the nearest dealership,

         or did you hop online to do a quick search and see what came up? Did you go to multiple car dealers or did you do a side-by-side

         comparison online and read a bunch of reviews submitted by happy (or unhappy) customers?

      


      Did you trust what the salesperson at the dealership had to say when you finally made it down to the retail level, or were

         you fully up to speed based on hundreds of reviews from people you didn’t even know and all of the research you had done online

         already? We trust one another over industry veterans who have sold thousands of cars. Why is this happening?

      


      Chris Anderson is alluding to this new phenomenon where that first page of search engine results has become a digital collage

         of corporate speak, press releases interspersed with real individuals’ thoughts created through channels like blogs, forums,

         and reader reviews. They all interact on a level playing field, and this is creating a fundamental shift in business, how

         we communicate, and how people buy. When an individual’s personal review sits on equal ground with the millions being spent

         on advertising, marketing, and communications from corporations, the traditional mass media model begins to crumble. It also

         places a strain on any business that has relied so heavily in the past on having “expert” salespeople. We live in a new world where people go online if they are not feeling well and then tell their doctor what the diagnosis is

            and the appropriate medical intervention—including medication and dosage.


      Some see this as a new virus, others see this as the cure.
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      THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THE COST OF PUBLISHING IS FREE (OR CLOSE TO IT)


      The old poker saying is all that you need to make millions is “a chip and a chair.” When it comes to these online channels,

         all you need to publish for free is a computer and an Internet connection. Within the next few chapters we will look at how,

         in a few simple clicks, anyone can have his or her own publishing platform, be it for text, images, audio, video, or all four.

         As easy as the setup is, the implications are massive. What we’re really talking about is your newfound ability to build your

         own media channel, or multiple channels, and how to turn them into your own media empire (or mini empire). The reason this

         is so profound is that, for the most part, people are spoiled. They tend to look at some of the tools currently available

         to us online with a sense of entitlement. (“You mean I can’t upload my entire photo set to Facebook?” Pshaww!) I’ll urge you

         to show some respect. Being able to publish to the world for free is a big (huge) deal. When the cost of publishing any piece

         of content is free and offers along with it a global audience, you, as a business owner, have only one choice: to get involved,

         build the awareness of your company, brand, product, and service, and to use these tools to eclipse your competition.

      


      That’s what Six Pixels of Separation is all about.

      


      While many still see the Internet as a virtual Wild West of ridiculous pictures of kittens and videos of hockey brawls, what

         we’re really seeing is an entirely new marketing and communications channel emerge where brands are all treated equally (sometimes

         equally badly, sometimes equally well). We’re seeing a place where consumers are free not only to speak their minds about

         brands, but also to mash them up into their own interpretations. We’re seeing a new world where people are building huge networks

         of connections that foster community, conversation, and commerce. These individuals, in and of themselves, are becoming highly

         sought-after media properties (whether they realize it or not).

      


      Even though we’re just at the beginning stages of these shifts in society and business, we’re already starting to see people

         grow personal brands that are rivaling some of the biggest corporate brands in the world. As an entrepreneur you understand

         the value of “getting in early,” and while this is not a quick fix for your business growth, it is a free channel that is

         ready, willing, and welcoming. The goal of this book is to help you become your own media channel, producing content that

         stimulates the industry you serve and helps establish you as a recognized authority.

      


      We’re quickly reaching a place where entrepreneurial individuals are creating, curating, and nurturing personal brands that

         are helping to build their profiles, grow their businesses, make more money, get the jobs they want, and connect to other

         like-minded individuals to effect change in the world (yes, it’s that big and it’s that serious).
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      A PERSONAL ANECDOTE ABOUT WHERE A PERSONAL BRAND IN THESE DIGITAL CHANNELS CAN TAKE YOU


      This story is about me and how I came to understand the concept and power of a Six Pixels of Separation world, but really

         this story is about you. It’s going to illustrate how the little things we do as entrepreneurs to get our messages “out there”

         are now creating big opportunities that are connecting us—and our businesses—to opportunities that were not available to us

         before the advent of the Internet.

      


      A podcast is like an online radio show. I have two. One of them is about the intersection of digital marketing and personal

         branding, and it is called “Six Pixels of Separation” (it’s also the name of my blog). I have another podcast that is called

         “Foreword Thinking—The Business and Motivational Book Review Podcast.” I’m certainly not as diligent with it as I am with

         “Six Pixels of Separation—The Twist Image Podcast” (which I do weekly), but the real spirit of “Foreword Thinking” is based

         on my passion for reading both business and motivational books. I love “Foreword Thinking” because all I really do is connect

         and have wonderful conversations with some of the best authors out there. More importantly, I get to choose whom I talk to,

         and I also decide how frequently (or infrequently) a show gets produced.

      


      In 2007, I was asked if I would be interested in interviewing Dan Ariely. Dan is a well-known behavioral economist. He was

         also about to publish his first book, Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions, in about six months’ time. Clearly, I had never heard of Ariely (his book was not out yet), but I liked the idea that he

         was going to bring some different thinking into what motivates people to do things.

      


      We immediately hit it off. By the end of our conversation, I was recommending that he get in touch with my speakers bureau

         and he suggested that perhaps I would be interested in connecting with his literary agent. At the time I had met with a few

         literary agents but nothing had really clicked.

      


      So Dan made the digital introduction. At that point, his literary agent, James Levine from the Levine Greenberg Literary Agency,

         hopped over to “Six Pixels of Separation—The Twist Image Blog,” and started snooping around. He checked out my speakers bureau’s

         Web page and dropped me an e-mail expressing an interest in meeting to see if something could be done.

      


      We met at his Manhattan office. I showed him some of my presentations and top-line concepts for the book you hold in your

         hands. But here’s something Jim doesn’t know: I could not concentrate. Sure, there’s a palpable energy in the air when you’re

         sitting with a Manhattan-based literary agent, and the thought of having him hunt down a serious publishing deal was equally

         exciting. But in truth, I could not keep my mind off of his socks.

      


      Yes, his socks.


      They didn’t match—not even close.


      Now, let’s be clear, Jim is not a young guy (but he ain’t old, either) and all I could think was, Is this guy wearing Little MissMatched socks?


      I first heard about Little MissMatched socks on the blog of Seth Godin (he is well regarded as one of the leading marketing

         presenters in the world, and one of his better-selling books is Purple Cow). The premise of Purple Cow is that brands can’t afford to be ordinary. According to Seth, in this day and age you’re either remarkable or invisible.

         To illustrate the story in live presentations, Seth talks about Arielle Eckstut. Arielle started a different type of clothing

         company—she sells socks to young girls. The big idea is that you can’t buy a single pair of socks. You can only buy them in

         sets of three. Oh, and one more thing: none of them match. It’s a remarkable idea that has grown Little MissMatched into a

         unique franchise of clothing, furniture, books, and beyond. While the philosophical spirit of the business is about empowering

         young girls to be different and creative, Little MissMatched works because little girls like to talk and show off their new

         and freaky socks.

      


      I had to ask: “Jim, are those Little MissMatched socks you’re wearing?”


      He looked almost as surprised that I knew what they were as I was that he was wearing them. It turns out that Little MissMatched

         was not Arielle’s first venture. Her first gig was working alongside Jim at his literary agency. On top of that, the Little

         MissMatched offices were only a couple of floors down in the same building.

      


      During our lunch break we went down to meet Arielle. In a strange twist of good timing, just that week I had blogged about

         Little MissMatched because someone decided to make a Seth Godin action figure and the toy is decked out with mismatched socks

         (no, I’m not making this up). Arielle had not heard of the action figure until I brought it to her attention.

      


      There’s a point to this story.


      What was nothing more than a step above a hobby for me (my “Foreword Thinking” podcast) had led me on this amazing adventure

         that includes a book deal with one of the biggest publishing houses in the world and personal encounters that have not only

         been interesting, but have led to new business opportunities and introductions. All of them were perfectly linked through

         my activities in online channels (blogging, podcasting, online social networking, etc.).

      


      My point is, if I can do this, so can you. Every single pixel in that story was connected to me—either through someone I follow

         online or someone who follows me—and while those looser pixels had never directly connected, I was suddenly confronted with

         four connections that linked perfectly together.

      


      Ultimately, your business needs to sell more stuff and sell it fast. You may be thinking that you simply don’t have time for

         all of this online stuff or you’re equally jaded because of the many “time suck” articles you have read about these channels

         in the traditional media. Let’s look at some reasons why you should care and take the time to understand this new medium.

         It will change your business forever. Here’s why.
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      YOU CAN MAKE MORE MONEY


      Competition is fierce. Advertising is expensive. More and more consumers are looking for products and services that fit their

         specific needs. When Henry Ford was selling his Model T automobile in the 1920s he was noted as saying, “You can paint it

         any color, so long as it’s black.” In today’s world of personalization, customization, and individualism we’re beginning to

         see our modern-day Model T’s offered in a prism of colors with full customization. Making real money as an entrepreneur is

         all about adding value.

      


      The new digital channels give businesspeople unprecedented opportunities to share their insights, information, additional

         levels of customer service, and, most importantly, access to you and the brands you represent. But there’s another shift in

         thinking that needs to take place, and very few people understand or talk about it.

      


      Google, Yahoo! and Microsoft are making their billions from pay-per-click contextual advertising in their respective search

         engines. When you do a search using the Google search engine, you’ll notice either colored sponsored search results at the

         top of the page or additional search results on the right-hand side of the page. Both of them say “sponsored links,” meaning

         a business has bought a targeted keyword and appears when a user searches for those specific terms.

      


      It’s powerful because you’re “catching” a potential consumer while he is in active search mode, and you only pay for that

         ad if the user clicks on it. (Granted, the system is so robust that if your ads are not converting into clicks, most engines

         will automatically boot you off the system.)

      


      It’s the perfect dream for advertising: Match your products and services up to consumers who are looking for them.


      Think about that for a minute.


      How much money does your company spend on traditional advertising? It could be TV, print, radio, billboards, or whatever.

         Here’s the thought process: “Let’s take out an ad in hopes that some of our potential consumers will see it, remember it,

         and then think of us if they’re looking for what we’re selling.”

      


      During that process, do you know how many thousands of people have searched online for information or pricing on the exact

         same products and services?

      


      Are you there?


      Thousands of potential customers are raising their hands every day and saying, “Hey, I’m looking for you!” and yet most businesses

         consider Google, Yahoo! and Microsoft’s search engine marketing opportunities an afterthought. Most businesses would rather

         put their advertising dollars in media that are—pretty much—a hope and a prayer. Most businesses don’t even know if their traditional advertising campaigns worked until they are over.


      Most businesses are not present enough in the search engines and they’re leaving big money (and clients) at the table (or

         for their competition).

      


      It’s not that all of the search engines have figured out a better mousetrap for sales and marketing. It’s that they’ve managed

         to place your messages with potential clients when they’re in the mood for them.

      


      It’s a sales funnel unlike any other. These search engines act as virtual sales representatives, making their presence known

         and felt by how well structured those few sentences are when someone types in a search related to your product or service.

         If you’re wondering where the number-one source of traffic to your corporate website currently comes from, you don’t have

         to bother to look at your Web analytics package. I can tell you right now: It is the search engines.

      


      And while pay-per-click advertising is picking up steam, it is not the only way to rocket to the top of search engines. We’ll

         look at how being present on many of the online communities and creating your own publishing platforms will move you all the

         way up to the top of every major search engine.
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      YOU ALREADY HAVE A COMMUNITY… ARE YOU A PART OF IT?


      Why does your business work? (Or why is it struggling?) It’s a fundamental reality that most successful businesses flourish

         because they are operating in a community that is flourishing. You can’t have a strong business without a strong community.

      


      Online communities have been around since the advent of the Internet. Early BBSs (bulletin board services) were the new bazaar

         as people connected through their telephone lines and pioneered the first virtual communities.

      


      We’ve come a long way since then (just look at Facebook, FriendFeed, Twitter, and the myriad other popular online social networks).

         The misconception is that online social networks are just for fun and games. They aren’t. Individuals are building strong

         community ties that are spilling over into real-life introductions and business opportunities.

      


      In November of 2006, the U.S.–based Center for the Digital Future surveyed over 2,000 people during a six-year research project

         to study the attitude of individuals and the Internet. Did you know that 43 percent of Internet users surveyed in this study

         felt as strongly about their online communities as they do about their real-world communities? These online interactions were

         also discovered to be much more than online flirting, too. According to the survey, individuals meet in person an average

         of 1.6 of the people they had connected to online.
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      COMMUNICATE WHO YOU REALLY ARE


      Throughout this book you will be able to underscore all of the information and tactics and weave them through one long thread

         of authenticity. These many online channels will empower you to take control of your brand by enabling you to communicate

         and connect with those who share your values.

      


      All too often we get caught up in our industry acronyms or wander into the world of bloated marketing chatter using terms

         like “best of breed” or “world class.” The fact remains that the Internet is all about real people looking for real interactions.

         They give you and your employees the ability to connect, solve problems, and enhance customer service by speaking in a human

         voice. They will force you to become ever more transparent—and this is a good thing.

      


      Candor goes a long way in the new online social channels. Your ability to speak as you would if someone were sitting across

         from you becomes one of the most valuable online opportunities. The more you learn how to communicate who you really are and

         put those thoughts out there, the less you have to worry about constantly repeating your communications to each customer on

         an individual basis. Search engines have memories that rival elephants’. They remember everything and will link your consumers

         directly to the answers they need for the questions you have already answered.

      


      The trick is this: Don’t be afraid of technology. If you are, just take a deep breath and realize that everyone from four-year-olds

         to forty-four-year-olds to eighty-eight-year-olds is getting more and more comfortable with these online social channels.

         As Franklin D. Roosevelt said in his first inaugural address, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Go ahead, start

         using a search engine to see who is talking about your business and the stuff that matters to you. Get yourself involved in

         the conversation.

      


      Right now, you have an opportunity to be a part of a conversation with millions of people. By not being afraid of technology

         and by using it to your advantage—in a very simple way—you will not only get the business results you have been seeking, but

         you will build a tremendous brand with unparalleled loyalty.
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      I GOOGLE YOU… JUST LIKE YOU GOOGLE ME


      Make no doubt about it, the minute someone hears something (anything) about you, the first place they go is to their favorite

         search engine to see, exactly, what the story is. My point is: If you had a job promotion, opened a business, issued a press

         release, were mentioned in a newspaper article, were involved in a charitable organization, created a profile on Facebook

         or LinkedIn, there should be some kind of digital footprint for yourself and your business. This first page of search results

         is your personal brand and the way the world sees you. Remember, “Your brand isn’t what you say it is, it’s what Google says

         it is.”

      


      Your personal brand is becoming more critical as online social networks and social media, in general, become pervasive. Not

         a day goes by that someone, somewhere, is not checking out who you are, what you’re about, and whether or not they are willing

         to invest (or divest) in you. That investment could be regarding anything: personal, business, community, or all of the above.

      


      As our digital selves and the personal brands they represent begin to overshadow everything else (in terms of mass awareness),

         our real-life personal brands need to keep pace. As an exercise, before you hire your next employee, do a quick online search

         and see if his or her résumé and in-person meetings match up to what is being shown online.

      


      It’s not all about vanity, but there is a small vanity component to this (it’s nice to know people are talking about you).

         The main point here is to stay focused on whether your brand is being properly maintained in the online channel. It’s not

         a question of defending against those who think differently; rather, it’s a general digital-footprint audit to ensure that

         who you really are and what you really do are coming through—loud and clear.

      


      [image: art]


      WARM UP TO THE IDEA OF NETWORKING


      It’s not just about buying a ticket to a local chamber of commerce event and standing at the corner bar with your buddies

         complaining that you are not meeting anyone. Real entrepreneurs understand the fundamental power of networking—connecting

         to like-minded individuals and helping them connect to others. These social circles are critical to your success, and they

         are magnified when you layer them into the new digital channels.

      


      Six Pixels of Separation speaks to a new way of connecting. It’s a world where mass brands are overtaken by personal brands.

         It’s a world where individuals are building their personal brands by connecting to very specific niche content and media that

         they are choosing and controlling. It could lead to a world where divorce rates will decrease as more people get connected

         because they share similar values and life goals. It’s a place where an individual brand voice is as loud as the mass advertisers’.

      


      There are millions of new ramifications for entrepreneurs to deal with. Not only are we challenged with how to reach and connect

         to our customers and their rising personal brands, we now have to deal with how to market to people who have unique personal

         brands that share a similar audience, size, and reach.

      


      Networking online is core to success because it’s not blatant sales and marketing. You network to build your circle of influence

         by adding value to your community and helping others get what they want. In return, you build influence and a presence, essentially

         becoming the “go-to person” for the community.

      


      Use these channels to help others grow their businesses. Use your connections to provide your clients and partners with sales

         leads or competitive information, or just to discuss areas of mutual interest. This will position you as a key adviser and,

         at the same time, will change your entire business-development funnel. It’s no longer about outbound calls and pressing the

         flesh at industry events—it’s about using these online channels to communicate how you think and how you speak, and to give

         an overall feeling of your business by maintaining a presence in the many online channels. Use this book to help you become

         a valued member of the many communities that exist and are looking for you not only to join, but also to lead.

      


      If you look at how the Web is performing as a pure networking tool, we’re already seeing great results at the relationship

         level with successful online dating and successful online social networking sites—and this is just the beginning.

      


      There are many more new connections to be made.
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      CONNECT TO THE RIGHT PEOPLE: CONNECT TO SIMILAR OTHERS


      Connecting and being validated are a huge part of our lives. Abraham Maslow, the American psychologist, will forever be remembered

         for his theory on the hierarchy of needs. The highest point of that pyramid (self-actualization) is where the online channels

         focus most. Even if you have never taken a psychology class, as a business owner you must have an inkling of interest about

         why humans do things, and then why they are compelled to share their experiences with others. It turns out that there is a

         serious connection between Maslow and the current rise and success of online social networking.

      


      From the Center for Media Research and their “Research Brief” e-newsletter (December 27, 2007) comes this: “Emotional Business

         Bonding on Social Networks,” by Jack Loechner, who notes that according to a recent report called “Meeting Business Needs

         by Meeting Social Needs,” by Communispace, researchers have uncovered that human beings’ needs are being met through online

         social networking. They have connected “Six Social Needs” in order to help entrepreneurs understand how to create better affinity

         with their consumers.

      


      Here are six key points from the research:


      1.   Online social networks provide people with the ultimate tool for defining and redefining themselves, as evidenced in profile

         pages on Facebook and MySpace.

      


      2.   The need for autonomy, recognition, and achievement are essential to our sense of self-worth and are fulfilled in online

         communities, blogs, and social networks that provide a way to develop and manage a virtual reputation.

      


      3.   People have a need to both seek [help from] and provide help to others. Mutual assistance between strangers is a phenomenon

         that has been uniquely enabled by the Internet.

      


      4.   Online communities are becoming the way people find, create, and connect with others “just like me”—people who share similar

         tastes, sensibilities, orientations, or interests.

      


      5.   A sense of belonging or affiliation alone is not equivalent to a true sense of community. Achieving a real sense of community

         requires long-lasting reciprocal relationships and a mutual commitment to the needs of the community as a whole…

      


      [6.]   People want to be reassured of their worth and value, and seek confirmation that what they say and do matters to others and

         has an impact on the world around them. Meeting all 5 + 1 of these social needs generally requires the level of intimacy and

         facilitation that are the hallmarks of smaller, invitation only online communities.

      


      These six points do illustrate that we are moving toward a world where online reputation and personal branding are taking

         hold. If people connect more to one another through their personal brands online, we are going to see the connection for emotional

         branding in these channels. Odds are that you have looked at these many online channels and have seen them as fads (whether

         we’re talking about blogs, online social networks, or widgets), and have not paid enough attention to what the net result

         could mean: more and more people finding and making brand decisions based not on the corporate line, but on what a mass of

         individuals have said, done, and collected.

      


      This can’t be a trend, because it will transcend all technology and media channels. The technology (or the online social networks)

         will just be the platforms by which these consumers connect. Much like a search box where people now find information online,

         these emotional branding connections will happen in the same, easy way.

      


      The big idea in a world of Six Pixels of Separation is to embrace community as the new currency. Understand and believe that

         your business and how it is perceived in the marketplace are going to get increasingly complex in the coming months. How you

         are positioned, how people see you, and how you speak back to them are going to be the global validation for your growth.

         In a world where we’re all connected, one opinion quickly turns into everyone’s opinion. How you build trust in your brand, your business, and yourself is going to be an important part of how your business is

         going to adapt and evolve.

      


   

      CHAPTER 2


      The Trust Economy


      In the August 2007 issue of Scientific American Mind there was an article by Christoph Uhlhaas entitled “Is Greed Good?” The story describes how eBay should simply not work.

         After all, if you send money to a complete stranger, why would he send you anything in return? According to the article, “This

         is a borderline miracle, because it contradicts the concept of Homo economicus (economic man) as a rational, selfish person

         who single-mindedly strives for maximum profit. According to this notion, sellers should pocket buyers’ payments and send

         nothing in return. For their part, buyers should not trust sellers—and the market should collapse.”

      


      So why does the online auction eBay work? Why do most people buy from someone they do not know, based on a bunch of positive

         peer reviews and ratings from people they do not know? But, people will not buy from someone they do not know based on a bunch

         of negative peer reviews and ratings from people they do not know. At first strike, this doesn’t make any sense, but—as you

         will see in the coming chapters—this type of behavior is commonplace online. We have an inherent trust in those who have taken

         the time to publish their personal feedback.

      


      There is a “Wisdom of Crowds” at play here (to quote best-selling author James Surowiecki) and an overriding faith in groups

         of individuals who have never met. The online trust economy is a powerful force that favors the crowd over companies. Look

         no farther than 

         Amazon.com. When reviewing book selections, the traffic and attention given to these peer reviews is so powerful that the online merchant’s

         description of the book from the publisher and subsequent mass media reviews pale in comparison to the conversion rate to

         sale that they get from the consumer-generated reviews. Ultimately, you’ll trust Sally from Carefree, Arizona, over the New York Times Book Review.


      In fact, it works so well that 

         Amazon.com also has a feature called “Customers Who Bought This Item Also Bought,” which is one of the best tools to get consumers to

         buy more books. After all, if you like the book you’re about to purchase and other people who bought this book also found

         value in some other titles, they might be worth checking out as well.

      


      Those who are part of the participatory culture (and give abundantly) tend to build powerful and respected personal brands. They are connected through intricate networks

         based on information and content as the currency, and their ability to provide value translates into their status in the disjointed

         hierarchy online. Among all communities, individuals hope to achieve some level of status and reputation. The pecking order

         online is simply bigger, and it has no face.

      


      This unique trust economy is counter to everything you ever thought about how a business grows. A great salesperson knows

         that the ultimate customer is one who has given you his or her trust. Trust is earned by an overall great experience with

         a foundation of authenticity, open communication, knowledge, and value from that customer’s perspective.
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