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UNLEASHING THE







IDEAVIRUS





by SETH GODIN


With a Foreword by Malcolm Gladwell


Stop marketing at people!


Turn your ideas into epidemics by helping


your customers do the marketing for you.
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This book is dedicated to Alan Webber
 and Jerry Colonna. Of course.











SNEEZE HERE!


Here’s what you can do to spread the word about Unleashing the Ideavirus:




	Send a friend to www.ideavirus.com so they can download the free manifesto.



	Visit www.fastcompany.com/ideavirus to read the Fast Company article.



	Buy a copy of the hardcover book for a friend online.



	Get a free copy for your Palm at www.peanutpress.com.
















The #1 question people ask me after reading
Permission Marketing:


“So, how do we get attention to ask for permission in the
first place?”


This manifesto is the answer to that question.







FOREWORD


The notion that an idea can become contagious, in precisely the same way that a virus does, is at once common-sensical and deeply counter-intuitive. It is common-sensical because all of us have seen it happen: all of us have had a hit song lodged in our heads, or run out to buy a book, or become infected with a particular idea without really knowing why. It is counter-intuitive, though, because it doesn’t fit with the marketer’s traditional vision of the world. Advertisers spent the better part of the 20th century trying to control and measure and manipulate the spread of information—to count the number of eyes and ears that they could reach with a single message. But this notion says that the most successful ideas are those that spread and grow because of the customer’s relationship to other customers—not the marketer’s to the customer.


For years, this contradiction lay unresolved at the heart of American marketing. No longer. Seth Godin has set out to apply our intuitive understanding of the contagious power of information—of what he so aptly calls the ideavirus—to the art of successful communication. Unleashing the Ideavirus is a book of powerful and practical advice for businesses.


But more than that, it is a subversive book. It says that the marketer is not—and ought not to be—at the center of successful marketing. The customer should be. Are you ready for that?


MALCOLM GLADWELL
Author of The Tipping Point
www.gladwell.com




INTRODUCTION


If you don’t have time to read the whole book, here’s what it says:




Marketing by interrupting people isn’t cost-effective anymore. You can’t afford to seek out people and send them unwanted marketing messages, in large groups, and hope that some will send you money.


Instead, the future belongs to marketers who establish a foundation and process where interested people can market to each other. Ignite consumer networks and then get out of the way and let them talk.





If you’re looking for mindblowing new ideas, you won’t find them in this, or any other marketing book. Guerrilla marketing, 1:1 marketing, permission marketing—these ideas are not really new, but they are thoughtful constructs that let you figure out how to do marketing better. The fact is, if we built factories as badly as we create advertising campaigns, the country would be in a shambles. This book will help you better understand the time-honored marketing tradition of the ideavirus, and help you launch your own.


Questions this book answers:




	Why is it foolish to launch a new business with millions of dollars in TV ads?



	Are the market leaders in every industry more vulnerable to sudden successes by the competition than ever before?



	Should book publishers issue the paperback edition of a book before the hardcover?



	What’s the single most important asset a company can create—and what is the simple thing that can kill it?



	Every ad needs to do one of two things to succeed … yet most ads do neither. What’s the right strategy?



	Does the Net create a dynamic that fundamentally changes the way everything is marketed?



	How can every business … big and small … use ideavirus marketing to succeed?








SECTION 1
WHY IDEAS MATTER


Farms, Factories And Idea Merchants


Imagine for a second that you’re at your business school reunion, trading lies and bragging about how successful you are and/or are about to become. Frank the jock talks about the dot-com company he just started. Suzie the ex-banker is now focusing her energy on rebuilding Eastern Europe. And then the group looks at you. With a wry look of amusement, you answer:


“Well, the future—the really big money—is in owning a farm. A small one, maybe 100 acres. I intend to invest in a tractor of course, and expect that in just a few years my husband and I can cash out and buy ourselves a nice little brownstone in the city.”


Ludicrous, no? While owning a farm may bring tremendous lifestyle benefits, it hasn’t been a ticket to wealth for, say, 200 years.


What about owning a factory then? Perhaps the road to riches in the new economy would be to buy yourself a hot-stamping press and start turning out steel widgets. Get the UAW to organize your small, dedicated staff of craftsmen and you’re on your way to robber-baron status.


Most of us can agree that the big money went out of owning a factory about thirty years ago. When you’ve got high fixed costs and you’re competing against other folks who also know how to produce both quantity and quality, unseemly profits fly right out the window.


Fact is, the first 100 years of our country’s history were about who could build the biggest, most efficient farm. And the second century focused on the race to build factories. Welcome to the third century, folks. The third century is about ideas.


Alas, nobody has a clue how to build a farm for ideas, or even a factory for ideas. We recognize that ideas are driving the economy, ideas are making people rich and most important, ideas are changing the world. Even though we’re clueless about how to best organize the production of ideas, one thing is clear: if you can get people to accept and embrace and adore and cherish your ideas, you win. You win financially, you gain power and you change the world in which we live.


So how do you win? What do you need to do to change the status quo of whatever industry you’re in, or, if you’re lucky, to change the world?


If you’re a farmer, you want nothing more than a high price for your soybeans. If you’re a manufacturer of consumer goods, you want a display at the cash register at Wal-Mart. But what if you’re an idea merchant?


The holy grail for anyone who traffics in ideas is this: to unleash an ideavirus.


An idea that just sits there is worthless. But an idea that moves and grows and infects everyone it touches … that’s an ideavirus.


In the old days, there was a limit on how many people you could feed with the corn from your farm or the widgets from your factory. But ideas not only replicate easily and well, they get more powerful and more valuable as you deliver them to more people.


How does an ideavirus manifest itself? Where does it live? What does it look like? It’s useful to think of ideas of every sort as being similar. I call them manifestos. An idea manifesto is a powerful, logical “essay” that assembles a bunch of existing ideas and creates a new one. Sometimes a manifesto is a written essay. But it can be an image, a song, a cool product or process … the medium doesn’t matter. The message does. By lumping all sorts of ideas—regardless of format—into the same category (manifestos) it’s much easier to think of them as versions of the same thing. As long as you can use your manifesto to change the way people think, talk or act … you can create value.




DEFINITION: MEDIUM In order to move, an idea has to be encapsulated in a medium. It could be a picture, a phrase, a written article, a movie, even a mathematical formula (e = mc2). The Medium used for transmitting the ideavirus determines how smooth it is as well as the velocity of its growth. A medium is not a manifesto—every idea is a manifesto, trying to make its point, and the medium is the substance that the idea lives in.





Not only is this book an essay about ideas and idea- viruses, it’s also a manifesto striving to become an ideavirus! If this manifesto changes your mind about marketing and ideas, maybe you’ll share it with a friend. Or two. Or with your entire company. If that happens, this idea will become an ideavirus, and spread and gain in value.


We live in a world where consumers actively resist marketing. So it’s imperative to stop marketing at people. The idea is to create an environment where consumers will market to each other.


Is an ideavirus a form of marketing? Sure it is. And today, marketing is all there is. You don’t win with better shipping or manufacturing or accounts payable. You win with better marketing, because marketing is about spreading ideas, and ideas are all you’ve got left to compete with. The future belongs to the people who unleash ideaviruses.


What’s an ideavirus? It’s a big idea that runs amok across the target audience. It’s a fashionable idea that propagates through a section of the population, teaching and changing and influencing everyone it touches. And in our rapidly/instantly changing world, the art and science of building, launching and profiting from ideaviruses is the next frontier.


Have you ever heard of Hotmail? Ever used it? If so, it’s not because Hotmail ran a lot of TV ads (they didn’t). It’s because the manifesto of free email got to you. It turned into an ideavirus. Someone you know and trust infected you with it. What about a Polaroid camera? Was your first exposure (no pun intended!) in a TV ad, or did you discover it when a friend showed you how cool the idea of an instant photograph was?


Sometimes it seems like everyone is watching the same TV show as you, or reading the same book, or talking about the same movie or website. How does that happen? It usually occurs because the idea spreads on its own, through an accidental ideavirus, not because the company behind the product spent a ton of money advertising it or a lot of time orchestrating a virus. And how the idea spreads, and how to make it spread faster—that’s the idea behind unleashing an ideavirus.


Word of mouth is not new—it’s just different now. There were always ideaviruses—gossip or ideas or politics that spread like wildfire from person to person. Without running an ad or buying a billboard, Galileo managed to upset all of Pisa with his ideas. Today, though, ideaviruses are more important and more powerful than ever. Ideaviruses are easier to launch and more effective. Ideaviruses are critical because they’re fast, and speed wins and speed kills—brands and products just don’t have the time to develop the old way. Ideaviruses give us increasing returns—word of mouth dies out, but ideaviruses get bigger. And finally, ideaviruses are the currency of the future. While ideaviruses aren’t new, they’re important because we’re obsessed with the new, and an ideavirus is always about the new.


Remember the slogan, “Only her hairdresser knows for sure?” That was classic brand marketing, and it flew in the face of word of mouth. It was an ad for a product that was supposed to be a secret—a secret between you, your hairdresser and Clairol.


A few years later, Herbal Essence took a totally different tack … they tried to encourage you to tell your friends. But while word of mouth works great among the people who use a product and their immediate friends—if I love your store or hate your service, I’ll tell a few friends—it dies out fast. There’s no chance a friend of a friend is going to tell you about my horrible experience on United Airlines or how much I loved flying on Southwest. Word of mouth fades out after a few exchanges.


But now, aided by the Net and abetted by the incredible clutter in our universe, ideaviruses are spreading like wildfire. We’re all obsessed with ideas because ideas, not products, are the engine of our new economy.


I wore Converse sneakers growing up—so did you. But the shareholders of Converse never profited from the idea of the shoe—they profited from the manufacture of a decent sneaker. If two sneakers were for sale, you bought the cheaper one.


It took Converse generations to build a brand and years to amortize a factory. They were quite happy to extract a modest profit from every pair of sneakers sold because Converse knew their factory would be around tomorrow and the day after that. So sneakers, like everything else, were priced by how much they cost, and sold one pair at a time by earnest shoe salesmen who cared about things like how well the shoes fit.


Converse could take their time. They were in this for the long haul. Those days are long gone. Twenty years later, it’s the idea of Air Jordan sneakers, not the shoe, that permits Nike to sell them for more than $100. It’s the sizzle, not the fit. The idea makes Nike outsized profits. And Nike knows that idea won’t last long, so they better hurry—they need another ideavirus, fast.


In the old days, we used to sneer at this and call it a fad. Today, everything from presidential politics to music to dentistry is driven by fads—and success belongs to marketers who embrace this fact.


It took 40 years for radio to have ten million users. By then, an industry had grown that could profit from the mass audience. It took 15 years for TV to have 10 million users. It only took 3 years for Netscape to get to 10 million, and it took Hotmail and Napster less than a year. By aggregating mass audiences to themselves (and not having to share them with an entire industry), companies like Netscape and Hotmail are able to realize huge profits, seemingly overnight. And they do it by spreading ideaviruses.
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Ideas can now be carried in the ether. Because the medium for carrying ideas is fast and cheap, ideas move faster and cheaper! Whether it’s the image of the new VW Beetle (how long did it take for the idea of that car to find a place in your brain?) or the words of a new Stephen King novel (more than 600,000 people read it in the first week it was available online), the time it takes for an idea to circulate is approaching zero.


Why should we care? Why does it matter that ideas can instantly cross international boundaries, change discussions about politics, crime and justice or even get us to buy something? Because the currency of our future is ideas, and the ideavirus mechanism is the way those ideas propagate. And the science and art of creating ideaviruses and using them for profit is new and powerful. You don’t have to wait for an ideavirus to happen organically or accidentally. You can plan for it and optimize for it and make it happen.


Sure, some ideaviruses are organic. They happen and spread through no overt action or intent on the part of the person who creates them (the Macarena wasn’t an organized plot … it just happened). Others, though, are the intentional acts of smart entrepreneurs and politicians who know that launching and nurturing an ideavirus can help them accomplish their goals.


In the old days, the way we sold a product was through interruption marketing. We’d run ads, interrupt people with unanticipated, impersonal, irrelevant ads and hope that they’d buy something. And sometimes, it worked.


The advantage of this branding strategy is that the marketer is in complete and total control. The disadvantage is that it’s hard and expensive. Every time a catalog clothier (Land’s End, Eddie Bauer, you name it) wants to sign up a new customer, they need to buy a few hundred stamps, send out some carefully designed catalogs and hope that one person sends them money.


What marketers are searching for is a way to circumvent the tyranny of cost-per-thousand interruptions. They need something that ignites, a way to tap into the invisible currents that run between and among consumers, and they need to help those currents move in better, faster, more profitable ways. Instead of always talking to consumers, they have to help consumers talk to each other.
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In traditional interruption marketing, the marketer talks directly to as many consumers as possible, with no intermediary other than the media company. The goal of the consumer is to avoid hearing from the advertiser. The goal of the marketer is to spend money buying ads that interrupt people who don’t want to be talked to!


A beautifully executed commercial on the Super Bowl is an extraordinarily risky bet. Building a flashy and snazzy website is almost certain to lead to failure. Hiring a celebrity spokesperson might work on occasion, but more often than not, it won’t break through the clutter. Whenever advertisers build their business around the strategy of talking directly to the customer, they become slaves to the math of interruption marketing.


Fortunately, there are already proven techniques you can use to identify, launch and profit from ideas that can be turned into viruses. There’s a right and a wrong way to create them, and more important, the care and feeding of your ideavirus can dramatically affect its potency.


One of the key elements in launching an ideavirus is concentrating the message. If just 1% or even 15% of a group is excited about your idea, it’s not enough. You only win when you totally dominate and amaze the group you’ve targeted. That’s why focusing obsessively on a geographic or demographic or psychographic group is a common trait among successful idea merchants.
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In creating an ideavirus, the advertiser creates an environment in which the idea can replicate and spread. It’s the virus that does the work, not the marketer.


Why are new companies launching on the Net so obsessed with traffic and visitors? Why is a company like GeoCities sold for more than $2 billion, when it has close to zero revenue and interesting, but by no means unique, software? Because GeoCities went viral and got bought because they infected the masses.


Infecting large populations with the ideavirus is the first step to building a profitable business model. The key steps for Internet companies looking to build a virus are:




	Create a noteworthy online experience that’s either totally new or makes the user’s life much better. Or make an offline experience better/faster/cheaper so that switching is worth the hassle.



	Have the idea behind your online experience go viral, bringing you a large chunk of the group you’re targeting without having to spend a fortune advertising the new service.



	Fill the vacuum in the marketplace with your version of the idea, so that competitors now have a very difficult time of unteaching your virus and starting their own.



	Achieve “lock in” by creating larger and larger costs to switching from your service to someone else’s.



	Get permission from users to maintain an ongoing dialogue so you can turn the original attention into a beneficial experience for users and an ongoing profit stream for you.



	Continue creating noteworthy online experiences to further spread new viruses, starting with your core audience of raving fans.






Why Are Ideaviruses So Important?




	We live in a winner-take-almost-all world. (Zipf’s law.)



	We used to focus on making food. We used to make stuff. Now we make ideas.



	People are more connected than ever. Not only are we more aware that our friends have friends but we can connect with them faster and more frequently.



	There’s a tremendous hunger to understand the new and to remain on the cutting edge.



	While early adopters (the nerds who always want to know about the cool new thing in their field) have always existed, now we’ve got more nerds than ever. If you’re reading this, you’re a nerd!



	The profit from creating and owning an ideavirus is huge.






Five Things Ideaviruses Have In Common




	The most successful ideaviruses sometimes appear to be accidents, but it is possible to dramatically increase the chances your ideavirus will catch on and spread.



	An ideavirus adores a vacuum. (This is a big idea. Read on to see what I mean).



	Once an ideavirus spreads, it follows a lifecycle. Ignore the lifecycle and the ideavirus dies out. Feed it properly and you can extend its useful life and profit from it for a long time.



	Ideaviruses are more than just essays and books. Everything from new technology to new ways of creating new products are winning because of intelligent seeding by their creators.



	Viral marketing is a special case of an ideavirus. Viral marketing is an ideavirus in which the carrier of the virus is the product.






Seven Ways An Ideavirus Can Help You




	When everyone in town tells ten friends about your amazing ice cream shop and a line forms out the door (supercharged word of mouth due to the virus having dominated the town so completely).



	When your company’s new mass storage format catches on and it becomes the next Zip drive.



	When an influential sports writer names your daughter as a high school All-American basketball player and coaches line up outside the door with scholarships.



	When Steve Jobs commissions the iMac, which spreads the word about the Mac faster than any advertising ever could, raising market share and saving your favorite computer company from bankruptcy.



	When you write a report for your boss about how your company should deal with an opportunity in Cuba and it gets passed on, from person to person, throughout the company, making you a hero and a genius.



	When the demo recording you made becomes a bestseller on MP3.com and you get a call from Sony, who wants to give you a recording contract.



	When you are able to devise a brand-new Internet business plan for a product that’s useful and also embodies viral marketing—growing from nothing to a million users in a month and making you rich along the way.
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