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To my mother, who inspired my love of writing and books.


With love and thanks.









FOREWORD


GREAT SALESMANSHIP IS ABOUT THOSE YOU WISH TO lead, influence, and sell.


So it stands to reason that great product branding and marketing should be about them too.


What is branding about? The correct question is actually, Who is branding about? The answer: it’s about those people whose lives you want to touch, whose lives you want to add exceptional value to, whose lives you want to help make better . . . by way of your products.


In other words, it’s all about them!


That’s the basic premise of this magnificent book by a true master of the game of branding and marketing. And you’re about to learn that there is a proven, predictable, and duplicable way to win that game.


Bruce Turkel is a branding genius. He’s worked with numerous major brands, ranging from 154-year-old Bacardi to the city of Miami, helping them to attract legions of new fans, reach their goals, and dramatically increase their profits.


Bruce has appeared on numerous network talk shows to explain how major companies, from Amazon to Zynga, can come back and repair their brands after making mistakes that did not honor their consumers. Bruce calls it “brand-aid.”


Perhaps Bruce is best known to American viewers as the branding expert on Fox Business—and one of Melissa Francis and David Asman’s favorite guests—having appeared well over three hundred times! Bruce accomplished this not just through being excellent at what he does but by knowing how to successfully position himself as the sought-after expert. And true to his creed, he doesn’t make it about himself; he makes it about them—“them” in this case being his hosts and their viewers.


You see, we no longer control our brands. Perhaps we can manage them by what we do correctly. But it’s not about us or our products. This can be very, very good. Or this can be very, very bad.


And that’s why it’s so important to approach branding as both an art and a science. Fortunately, our guide in this venture is both a branding artist and a branding scientist.


Some people are excellent practitioners. They can do something and do it phenomenally well. This does not mean that they can effectively teach it though, as is so often the case with the star athletes who make poor coaches and genius scholars who turn out to be ineffective professors. Sure, they deserve credit for their accomplishments, but they simply don’t have the empathy or understanding to transmit their knowledge to those who do not possess their level of talent.


Others are excellent teachers. They manage to share information so as to instill it in others in both practical and inspirational ways. These teachers deserve much credit for the contributions they make to others’ achievements, even though they themselves may not have attained similar success in their own endeavors.


And then there are the Bruce Turkels of the world. Few and far between, these people have taken their raw talent and then studied, learned, and practiced their craft until they’ve achieved excellence.


The difference with these performers, however, is that they are also able to teach their craft to others. And they do so in a way that others can achieve huge successes in their own right.


This is what Bruce offers us. Whether you are just beginning to make your way in the business world or are a highly experienced marketer of your products or services, whether you’re about to launch a brand-new product or you’ve made some mistakes and need some serious brand-aid, you’re now holding the roadmap to success beyond which you might have ever thought possible.


All About Them treats us to an understanding of human nature that will forever change the way you think about branding yourself and your business—almost as if David Ogilvy wrote Freakonomics.


The most emotionally fulfilling—and profitable—aspect of your business is when people think of you and your brand and feel that their lives are better as a result. The good news is that once you understand the concepts in All About Them and get your brand message successfully working for you, it will begin doing the heavy lifting, allowing you to focus on where you can add the most value to those you serve.


Read this book and apply the wisdom-filled teachings, and your chances of eliciting those kinds of feelings in others—and success in your business—are practically guaranteed.


I’m excited for you and for the journey you are about to take through the pages of this fantastic book.


Best regards,





            BOB BURG


            Coauthor of The Go-Giver


            and Adversaries into Allies









PREFACE


THE BIRTH OF A BIG IDEA


IT WAS THE YEAR 2000, AND I FELT THAT EVERYTHING was going my way. My advertising and branding firm was doing well; we were picking up profitable business and doing great work. My family was healthy and happy, and my marriage was strong. Also my first book, Brain Darts, had just been published. And even before it came out, I had received an invitation to have a book signing at one of the most prestigious design conferences in the country. As I said, everything was going my way.


The day before the conference, my family and I checked into our Chicago hotel, and after getting the kids settled in our room, my wife and I went down to the opening dinner. When we got to the giant banquet hall, we were greeted like returning war heroes. The publisher of the design magazine sponsoring the event rushed over and escorted us to the VIP table all the way in the front of the hall, and I sat next to Steff Sagmeister. I don’t know if you know Steff, but that year he was the “it boy” graphic designer. You know, just like Hollywood, the design industry has its “it” boys and girls. And that year, Steff, a tall, very handsome German guy dressed in all black, was “it.” Because Steff was German, he spoke English better than I do, but he had managed to keep just enough of his accent to be charming.


It turned out Steff, like me, had just released a design book, and we were going to do our book signings together. But it gets better: seated on my other side, right next to my wife, was the chief marketing officer of one of the most design-forward corporations in the country—a major US company you’d instantly recognize if I told you the name—and a potential client I had lusted after for a long time. So, of course, I figured that after I finished my book signing and met all my new fans, I’d get the opportunity to pitch my firm to this guy and maybe get some work from his company.


Wow! Life was good.


The next morning I got up early and went downstairs to arrange everything just so. Estimating that I’d be signing a lot of books, I had bought a box of Sharpies, and I wanted all the books lined up neatly and within close reach to make it as easy as possible to satisfy the hordes of fans I knew would be rushing down to get their autographed copies.


After I’d arranged everything just the way I like it, I went for a run in the blustery Chicago morning. Even the cold wind blowing off the lake couldn’t diminish my excitement, and I ran a bit faster and farther than usual.


Returning to the hotel with a tray of Starbucks coffee and scones for my family, I took a nice warm shower and got dressed. When it was time to head down to the book signing, my six-year-old daughter, Ali, asked if she could go with me.


My day was shaping up beautifully.


The elevator doors slid open, Ali took my hand, and we walked out to find a long line of people standing outside the expo hall, waiting for it to open and let them in for the book signing. Ali looked up at me and asked if all these people were waiting in line for my book. Sensing a teaching moment and not wanting to sound quite as full of myself as I felt, I told her that I was sure some of the people were in line for Steff’s book too.


My daughter and I walked hand in hand past the line and into the expo center, where the line snaked around the trade show booths to the roped-off book signing tables all the way at the back of the room. We finally got to the end and turned the corner only to find that the entire line led to Steff’s booth. There wasn’t a single person waiting at mine.


Not one.


I walked behind my table and sat down, careful to not make eye contact with anyone standing in Steff’s line. Ali busied herself drawing pictures with my exquisitely laid out Sharpies, while I tried in vain to use the Vulcan mind meld to will people to come up to my booth.


Every so often I would catch someone’s eye, and that person would either look away quickly or give me what we in Miami call the Pero que pobrecito look, which for those of you who don’t speak Spanish translates roughly to “You poor thing.” It was a look of shame and pity mixed with a little embarrassment.


I didn’t think I could feel any worse than I did at that moment.


But I was wrong.


Because just then my six-year-old decided to take matters into her own hands. Ali jumped up from her folding chair, darted under the table, and popped out on the other side, running up to people in line, grabbing them by the hand, and saying, “Why don’t you come look at my daddy’s book? It’s really good.”


If I was getting que pobrecito looks before, hostile glares were now saying, “Get this little girl off me.”


I didn’t think I could feel any worse than I did at that moment.


I was wrong again.


Because just then my beautiful wife came walking up, and she wasn’t alone. You see, it turned out that she’d run into the great big, famous potential client at the breakfast buffet and convinced him to come with her to my triumphant book signing, promising him a free copy and the opportunity to talk to her brilliant designer superstar husband about his company’s latest design project. She’d even told him they probably wouldn’t have to wait in line.


Little did she know how very right she was about the waiting-in-line thing.


My wife and my potential dream client stood there dumbfounded, while I sat behind my piles of books and pens, watching my daughter trying to drag reluctant people over to my booth. By this time Steff had sold all of his books and was posing for photos with the hordes of grinning fans who had gotten one of his precious signed volumes.


At that moment I was too dejected and stunned to understand what had just happened. But I spent the next two years thinking about it and trying to figure out how to make sure that it never happened again. My experience that day and everything I’ve learned over subsequent days and years has helped me build a vibrant brand and a robust business. And that’s what I want to share with you in this book. Because my road-to-Damascus moment, experienced in the back of an expo hall in some hotel in Chicago, taught me the most important thing I know about how to get ahead in business and life.


Let me share a few more details I didn’t think were important at the time but became more and more vital the more I thought about the situation.


Remember how I told you that Steff and I were both invited to the conference before our books were released? This meant that the people waiting in line had never seen the contents of either my book or Steff’s. Except for perhaps having glimpsed the odd article in some obscure design magazine, no one knew anything about either volume. They were queuing up to buy our products sight unseen.


To make matters worse, our big, beautiful coffee-table books were tightly bound in clear shrink-wrap plastic. The people waiting in line couldn’t have looked inside if they wanted to. Even putting a few unwrapped books on the tables wouldn’t have helped because Steff’s line was too long to tolerate anyone standing there leisurely paging through his or my work. Talk about not judging a book by its cover: the covers really were the only input the people waiting in line had to guide their decision.


But the difference between our two books, besides the cover designs, was that Steff’s was written by a known quantity, a celebrity even, and my book was written by a nobody. You see, I figured out years later that not one person at that design conference on that dreary day in Chicago was buying either one of our books because of their contents. They were buying a little piece of Steff. They most certainly were not buying a little bit of me. After all, I was a good designer, but Steff was a good designer with a strong brand and strong brand recognition. And that made all the difference in the world.


This simple little point, this seemingly obvious observation, was the bolt of lightning that changed how I looked at marketing and business and now informs how I market myself and run my own business. More, this little insight led to a comprehensive marketing strategy that ultimately led to my books and my blog, as well as my weekly appearances on national TV and the opportunities those activities have created for me.


The obvious takeaway would be that Steff sold more books simply because people knew who he was. In other words, the known quantity was a more compelling and comfortable purchase than the unknown one. But if that were all it took to succeed, then building a powerful brand and selling a greater number of products would be easy to accomplish through simple awareness. Study retail sales, however, and you’ll see that this conclusion is incorrect. History is littered with the overabundant carcasses of well-known products that did not sell, effective politicians who didn’t get elected, popular bands that fell out of favor, and once ubiquitous companies that no longer exist.


Sure, some products are relegated to the dust heap of irrelevance simply because they don’t matter anymore. When was the last time you bought a buggy whip, an eight-track cassette player, a typewriter, or an 8-mm film projector? How about a calculator, a water bed, or an inkwell? Those products no longer exist (or exist only as oddities) because technology has given us better tools to accomplish their same tasks.


But plenty of brands that actually functioned as well as or better than the industry leader also wound up out of business. The VHS format outsold Betamax, even though experts all agree that the latter format was superior. Friendster gave way to MySpace, which in turn gave way to Facebook. And who’s to say that by the time you are holding this volume, Facebook won’t have been outpaced by its replacement too?


Does this suggest that my book was actually better than Steff’s? Although I had no idea at the time (remember that Steff’s book was wrapped in plastic, and I couldn’t see inside), I do have to admit that once I got a chance to read his work, I saw that Steff had done a better job than I had. His book was spectacular. But at the time that was an irrelevant distinction and an unknowable difference. Neither volume was available for inspection by anyone waiting in line for a signature.


So if it was not simply a matter of awareness—that is, if it wasn’t just that Steff was better known—and it wasn’t only a matter of quality, what helped Steff’s books fly off the shelves while mine lingered? What secret explains what happened? And more importantly, what discernable difference can you harness to build your business, improve your career, increase your sales, charge more for your products, and build your revenue?


For those looking to boost their personal brands and see their businesses flourish, All About Them answers those questions.









INTRODUCTION


FUNCTION HAS BECOME COST-OF-ENTRY—AND THAT SUCKS FOR YOU


The simple, universal truth is that in today’s world of computerized production and globalized distribution, most products work even better than we expect them to. And if you do a little digging, you’ll discover that many of the components that make up the many different products we purchase all come from the same factories or are at least built based on the same technology and the same patents to begin with. From automobiles to laptops to microwave ovens, one product’s functionality is similar or identical to its competition’s because its origins and components are as well.


CDs moved music from the analog to the digital environment. With the introduction of this new technology, all the problems associated with old (analog) record players disappeared, and pops, scratches, and hiss were all things of the past. Why? Because unlike analog recording, which loses quality and resolution with each pass, digital recording (e.g., duplicating a CD) is a “lossless procedure.” In other words, a digital reproduction is actually a clone and not a copy of the original because it includes every bit of its parent’s data. And while there may be many different recording formats, including .wav, .aif, .mp3, and .mp4 files, the information recorded in all of them is always digital, so reproduction imposes no degradation or information penalty.


Thanks to digital technology, then, the high-quality reproduction of music has become both generic and ubiquitous.


While we’re talking about home entertainment, think about televisions for a moment. If you are old enough to remember what televisions looked like before flat screens, you’re probably thinking of a big box, angled in the back to fit the picture tube, and maybe even a set so old that it had dials on the front to change the channels and adjust the volume.


Remember those dials? At some point the little gears inside them would strip, and they wouldn’t be able to grip the little peg in the middle that changed the channels. That happened often enough that it wasn’t odd to visit a friend and see a small pair of pliers or a Vice-Grip locked onto the little post where the dial used to be.


How about remote controls? Remember those strange little boxes with the big buttons sticking out of them? Unlike today’s remotes, which do virtually everything but toast your bread and make your coffee in the morning, the early ones were only good for changing the channel and raising and lowering the volume. But sooner or later they’d stop working too, and the only way to change the channel would be to get up off the couch and walk across the room to the actual TV set. Believe it or not, the three networks operating at the time would schedule new or less popular shows after blockbuster hits because they knew that lots of viewers were too lazy to get up and change the channel and would therefore watch a program they wouldn’t ordinarily choose.


Antennas (remember them?) would also break, and then the TV would be incapable of picking up the broadcast at all. Stores like Radio Shack did a brisk business selling replacement antennas, known as “rabbit ears.” Most of the time, though, people would just replace the snapped off antenna with a wire clothes hanger bent in the same V shape as the original. This work-around didn’t usually work very well, but then the TV’s resolution and picture quality weren’t that good to begin with.


Of course, the biggest problem with the old TVs was that eventually the picture tube would blow, and then the set would be completely worthless. Regardless of whether your dial dialed, your remote control controlled remotely, or your antenna had been replaced by a clothes hanger, once the tube blew, the old TV was a worthless piece of junk taking up space in your living room, and it was time to go out and buy a new set.


But after many years of development, televisions finally evolved to a level where they didn’t break anymore. And this caused a big problem for television manufacturers. Because the TV market was mature, and most everyone who wanted a television already had one, there was simply no reason for anyone to purchase a new set.


The television industry overcame customers’ purchase reluctance with technological innovation. TVs got bigger and bigger, screens got brighter and clearer, and the sound got better and better, incentivizing consumers to go out and buy new sets. Cable-ready and web-enabled boxes, DVRs, HiDef, and smart TVs were just a few of the many leaps in the technological race that gave consumers and retailers an entirely new way of looking at, thinking about, and purchasing televisions. Thanks to flat-screen technology, consumers were able to buy larger and larger sets and mount them on their walls, finally making high-quality home theaters possible even for budget-conscious buyers.


A few years after flat screens became ubiquitous, my wife and I redid our house. While we were replacing the drywall in our family room and bedrooms, we decided to run the wires so that we too could install flat-screen sets. And that meant that our old TVs, a big Sony Trinitron and an even larger JVC, had to go.


I got up on a chair and pulled the TVs’ cartons out of our storage space and repackaged the sets in their original boxes, complete with the Styrofoam packing material and their original manuals in the little bags they came in. Believe it or not, I still had the little batteries for the remote controls lying in their little plastic bags, secured with their own tiny little staples.


But what was I going to do with these two old but perfectly preserved televisions? I offered them to the guy who mows our lawn, but he didn’t want them. I offered them to the mechanic who keeps my old car running. He didn’t want them either. I addressed an e-mail to “everybody,” the distribution list for all the people who work in my company, offering the two televisions on a first-come-first-served basis to whoever wanted them. No one even responded.


Because we were doing all this work around our house, we had collected bags of things we didn’t want or need anymore: clothes that had been out of style for years, equipment for sports our kids didn’t play anymore, chipped pottery, broken records, and all the other things that had filled our drawers and closets for years and years.


I loaded them all into boxes and slid them into the back of my wife’s SUV. Then I hitched on the bicycle rack and went looking for my kids’ old bikes. I found them leaning against the chain link fence over by the garbage cans—rusty old bicycles that my kids had jumped off of one day and left outside to weather the elements. It was no surprise that they’d never been stolen. Who would have wanted them?


I hoisted the bikes up onto the rack and drove to the nearest Goodwill center to unload my stash.


The woman manning the Goodwill happily showed me where to park the rusty bikes and pointed to the dolly she wanted me to use to move the cartons to the corner of the backroom. It wasn’t until I reached into the car to pull out the TV boxes that she protested.


“No sir, not those. We don’t take old TVs.”


I was surprised at her outburst but quickly assumed that it was because the woman didn’t know my TVs were in perfect condition. After all, Goodwill probably didn’t want to be the collection point for piles of broken televisions that they would just have to throw away after their donors had left.


“Oh, don’t worry,” I assured her. “These TVs work perfectly. Look, I even have the manuals and the remote controls. If you have an outlet somewhere, I’ll plug them in and show you.”


“Sir,” she answered, clearly annoyed, “we don’t want your old TVs.”


“But these are perfect,” I protested. “Someone will want them. They’re great TVs.”


“Sir,” she repeated, more annoyed this time, “no one wants them. Even poor people have flat screens!”


How I finally got rid of those old TVs doesn’t really matter, but what I learned matters a lot. My experience with those perfectly good televisions opened my eyes to a new idea: in a society and time where most everything works, function has become cost-of-entry. Consumers, even those with limited means who shopped at Goodwill to save money, weren’t just choosing products for what they could accomplish; they were choosing them for what they said about the purchaser. Perfectly good televisions weren’t good enough. People needed something more.


If all products and services work equally well, or at least appear to, then that very functionality becomes an expected commodity. What used to be the paramount feature of a product—how well it worked—is no longer an important part of a consumer’s consideration set because they can find the same quality anywhere. Instead, a new mantra has arisen that explains how and why consumers buy in today’s hyper-efficient, hyperconnected society: people don’t choose what you do; they choose who you are.


In other words, when all products are similarly functional and acceptable, it’s the way a product makes you feel, not the way it works, that matters.


This means that whether or not Steff’s book was better than mine was ultimately irrelevant. For whatever reason—his celebrity (remember, he was the design industry’s “it boy” that year), his good looks, his charm, his history of groundbreaking work, his reputation, his list of industry awards—the attendees at the design conference felt better about themselves because they had a little piece of Steff. Carrying his signed book under their arms made them feel good and made them feel good about themselves. They had touched the celebrity fire and lived to tell about it.


Because the attendees at the design conference had never heard of me or my company, my book was just a book, another functional device for them to read and store on their bookshelves. But Steff’s book was so much more than a book because of all of the good feelings that came along with it. Like hanging a new flat-screen television on the wall, displaying Steff’s book on their coffee tables showed they had a keepsake, a souvenir of their experience, to savor later.


ECO-FRIENDLY AND PROUD OF IT


In 2003 Toyota released its second-generation hybrid, the Prius, in the United States. According to Wikipedia,





Global cumulative (Toyota) Prius sales reached the milestone one million vehicle mark in May 2008, two million in September 2010, and passed the three million mark in June 2013. Cumulative sales of one million were achieved in the U.S. by early April 2011, and Japan reached the one million mark in August 2011.


But back when the second-generation Prii were released, none of this success was assured or even expected. The first-generation Prius was released in the US in 1997 and marketed as the world’s first mass-produced gasoline-electric hybrid car. With a new nameplate attached to an unremarkable design, Toyota’s first-generation Prius was not only a lackluster performer on the road but also at the dealerships, where only 123,000 units sold worldwide between 1997 and 2001.


But that was before the completely redesigned second-generation Prius.


You might remember that when first released, Toyota’s hybrid wedge became the instant darling of the Hollywood elite: Gwyneth Paltrow, Kate Hudson, Orlando Bloom, Natalie Portman, Cameron Diaz, and even Harrison Ford were all seen driving theirs around Los Angeles. All of a sudden, a Prius was more than a car. It was a bold statement that told the world its driver was a sensitive world citizen who cared deeply about the environment. The statement was so bold, in fact, that between the second-generation model’s introduction in 2003 and its redesign in 2009, Toyota sold about 1.192 million second-generation Prii around the world, almost five times as many as it had of the first-generation car. And through September 2014, Toyota sold over 3.250 million of its second- and third-generation Prius Hybrids.


Interestingly, around the same time that Toyota found such great success with the Prius, Honda introduced its Civic Hybrid. While the specs of the two cars may have been similar, Honda did not design an entirely new automobile; instead it created a hybrid version of its very popular Civic. In fact, except for a few detail changes and the addition of six letters to the model name, the standard edition Civic and the Civic Hybrid were virtually and visually indistinguishable.


Unfortunately for Honda, Hollywood’s superstars did not instantly adopt the Civic Hybrid as their auto du jour as they had with Toyota’s little Prius, and neither did the general public. The proof is in the sales numbers: by 2009 Honda had sold only 255,249 Civic Hybrids and moved less than 30,000 units in the United States in 2012 and 2013, whereas the Prius is now in its third iteration, and since 2011 the latest model alone has sold 853,834 units.


But if hybrids in general were so popular because of their increased fuel mileage and decreased emissions, why weren’t Honda’s sales nearly as robust as Toyota’s?


Unlike the equally efficient but unremarkable-looking Honda Civic Hybrid, the uniquely shaped Prius announced to the world that it was a special car for special people. The prosaic Honda merely said, “I’m driving a cheap car.” Honda had created a functionally equivalent car but dropped the ball when it came to designing the look of the vehicle. The car’s style did nothing to make its drivers feel good about themselves.


In July 2007 the New York Times quoted a CNW Marketing Research finding that 57 percent of Prius buyers said their main reason for their purchase was that “it makes a statement about me,” while only 37 percent cited fuel economy as their prime motivator. Shortly afterward, Washington Post columnist Robert Samuelson coined the term “Prius politics” to describe a situation where the driver’s desire to “show off” is a stronger motivator than the desire to curb greenhouse gas emissions. Former Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) chief R. James Woolsey Jr. even went so far as to say that because oil profits find their way to terrorist groups like al-Qaeda, Americans who bought inefficient vehicles would, in effect, be indirectly funding terrorism. “We’re paying for both sides in this war, and that’s not a good long-term strategy,” said Woolsey. “I have a bumper sticker on the back of my Prius that reads, ‘Bin Laden hates this car.’”


Imagine! Not only does driving a Toyota Prius tell the world that the person behind the wheel is socially and environmentally conscious, but according to CIA chief Woolsey, not doing so suggests that the driver supports terrorism. Quite a big responsibility for such a little car. Clearly the Washington Post was right when it dubbed hybrids “Hollywood’s latest politically correct status symbol.”


THE SECRET TO WRITING YOUR RÉSUMÉ AND GETTING A JOB


Do you remember your first résumé, the one you typed up when you went out to get your first real job? If you went job searching before the computer revolution, you probably had it printed up at a type shop or copy center. If you looked for your first job after personal computers showed up on everyone’s desk, you most likely created it on-screen and printed it out on your laser printer. Regardless of how you created it, your first paragraph probably read something like this:





I am endeavoring to find a uniquely creative opportunity with a successful and forward-thinking company where I can utilize my skills to their fullest potential and find significant opportunities for both professional advancement and personal fulfillment.





Okay, I’m sure your statement of objective differed slightly from my re-creation, but not by much. And my point still stands: most first-time résumés are written for the job seeker, not for the person who really matters: the person making the hiring decision.


Regardless of how many times your grandmother told you that you’re the most important human being on the entire planet, the person reading the résumé couldn’t care less about who you are or what you want. He is only interested in how well you will fill the open position and meet his needs.


If you’re looking for a job at a large company, then a division head or a worker in the human resources department will probably read your résumé. And do you think those people care how much you want to become a copywriter, copy machine salesman, or accounting clerk? Of course not. They just want to find someone with all the qualifications the company is looking for who can start work immediately. Most importantly, the people reading your résumé are looking for someone who can make them look good. They want their supervisors to compliment them for the good hire so that they can enjoy their own opportunities for advancement. Your career path is the last thing on their minds except in terms of how it will affect and enhance their own goals.


That’s important enough to repeat: your career is unimportant to them except as it affects theirs.


If you’re applying to a smaller or more entrepreneurial company, the owner, a partner, or the chief financial officer will most likely review your résumé. These individuals care most about whether you can start making money for them right away. Small business owners and entrepreneurs are much more interested in your attitude and ability than in your interests, desires, hopes, or dreams. Once again, the message that matters most is what you are going to do for them, not what they’re going to do for you.


So what will make a difference? How can you break the seemingly endless chain of ineffective résumés and cut through the clutter to increase the chance that your job application won’t end up in the “Don’t call us—we’ll call you” file alongside so many others?


To find out, I spoke to University of Miami professor Mark Levit. Mark was a successful advertising agency owner in New York until he traded the subway for the sunshine and moved to South Florida. Today Mark teaches advertising and marketing and works with hundreds of students. Although his job description says that he teaches them about his former industry, he spends a lot more of his time trying to prepare his students for their first all-important job search.


Mark believes that the only statements worth making in a résumé’s first paragraph promise readers that you will save them time, effort, or money or that you will make them money. Everything else, he says, is superfluous. “The person reading the résumé doesn’t look at a student’s job search the way the student does. They’re scanning the document for key words signaling the applicant understands why they’re being hired and what’s expected of them. If they find that, then they’ll go on to look at the applicant’s specific qualifications. If they don’t find it in the application, then the résumé goes directly to the circular file.”


To misquote the late president John F. Kennedy, “State not what your company can do for you, state what you can do for your company.”


Mark points out that because of the vast volume of résumés most employers receive, the task isn’t always to find the best applicant in the bunch but instead to winnow the pile of applications to a moderately manageable stack. Anything that gives the screener an excuse to cull an applicant’s letter or résumé will be used to eliminate it. “Of course typos are the kiss of death,” Mark says. “But so are misaligned objectives, poorly communicated experiences, and nonspecific statements. The folks reading these documents are ruthlessly efficient. Remember that their job is to find the best applicant, not to give everyone a fair hearing. And it’s most certainly not to hire you.”


Thanks to helping his students write thousands of résumés and then tracking their successes and failures, Mark believes the ultimate résumé objective statement reads something like this:





Being a successful [specific position title here] is the most important thing in the world to me. I will work 24/7 and do everything in my power to save you time, money, and effort and prove worthy of the confidence you have shown in me. I guarantee that you will not be disappointed.


“Students almost never put themselves in the shoes of their potential employers,” Mark laments:





If they did, I’m sure they would approach the whole job search activity with a very different attitude.


What I mostly see, even from bright, concerned students is that they try to truly express themselves in their résumés. What they don’t realize is that a résumé is the wrong place to be yourself. Instead, it’s the opportunity to be what the employer wants you to be. I’m not suggesting that my students should lie or even exaggerate—remember that in today’s world, confirmation of a job prospect’s former employment and education is only a mouse click away. What students need to do is look at their job search materials less as an opportunity to tell the world who they are and more as the chance to tell a potential employer what they can do for them.


That’s what gets kids hired.


THE MOST IMPORTANT JOB IN THE WORLD


It’s not just recent college graduates who need to create résumés (or brands) that talk specifically to their potential employers. Mark’s suggestions don’t work only for students looking for their first job; they are just as critical as one climbs the ladder. In fact, Mark’s admonitions get more and more important the higher you climb, all the way up to the most important job in the world.


In 2008, when Americans went to the polls to pick the next president of the United States, their choices were pretty clear-cut. On the one side was Republican John McCain, a former war hero and a career politician. On the other side was the Democratic Party candidate, a virtually unknown community activist and short-time senator with the unlikely name of Barack Hussein Obama. Never before had there been such a clear choice for voters.


For the uninitiated, the race started out clearly in McCain’s favor: he was already famous and met most of the criteria for previous American presidents. On paper, John McCain looked like he would be the next president of the United States. And based on the oft-repeated five Ps of marketing—product, price, positioning, packaging, and promotion—it shouldn’t have even been a contest.


The five Ps of marketing provide a way to create a mix of disciplines and decisions that help marketers best reach their audiences. Research on the subject will reveal a number of different combinations in the mix itself. Some professionals talk about the four Ps: price, product, promotion, and place. Others list as many as seven Ps. But regardless of which theory you prefer, you’ll find the classifications help determine how a product should be marketed and what makes purchasers respond most favorably.


Let’s break down the five Ps and see how the candidates faired:


1. PRODUCT


If we’re completely honest, McCain was the product that most matched what we were used to seeing in the oval office. Even his name sounded like those of earlier presidents. John McCain’s name sounds like George Bush’s, whose name sounds like Bill Clinton’s, whose name sounds like John Kennedy’s, whose name sounds like Thomas Jefferson’s, whose name sounds like George Washington’s.


Barack Hussein Obama, on the other hand? Not exactly the kind of name we’re used to, is it? Barack does mean “blessing” in Hebrew, but that’s not something most Americans would know.


Let’s do a little experiment: If I asked you to list the top one hundred names for an American president, would Hussein make the list? How about if I let you list two hundred names? How about five hundred? Chances are that people would never have listed the name Hussein if they were trying to name an American president, no matter how many options they were given.


And his last name: Obama? As his opponents continually told us, Obama rhymed with Osama, the first name of Osama bin Laden, America’s public enemy number one. Even theoretically unbiased newscasters would often slip up and call the Democratic nominee for president “Osama.”


Point one goes to McCain.


2. PRICE


In the marketing world, price stands for the price of a product. Once the brand is established and the customer is interested, then price has much to do with the ultimate purchase decision. The intuitive logic is that customers will always buy at a lower price, but this isn’t true. The value of many products actually increases with increasing price. Consultants, perfume, and engagement rings are all examples of this seemingly backward pricing phenomenon.


But in the political arena, all products (or candidates) cost the same at the place of purchase (the polling place). Each shopper (voter) has a limited resource (one vote) to spend (cast) on his or her choice for president. And so instead of price standing for the cost of purchase, I’ve used it here to stand for budget: the amount of money that each candidate had available to advertise and promote his brand. At the time, by the way, the McCain/Obama fight for the 2008 presidential election was the most expensive in American history.


With all of that being said, this should have been an easy win for McCain. He had the history, the connections, the fund-raising experience, and the potential to raise considerably more money than Obama. But Obama’s team exploited its understanding of nascent Internet technology, while the Republican candidate stuck to the old tried-and-true (and now irrelevant) fund-raising practices of most every election that had come before. In the end, Obama raised $760,370,195, more than twice as much as McCain’s $358,008,447, or $10.94 per vote to McCain’s $5.97.


But the story doesn’t stop there because the candidates are not the only ones who spend on their campaigns. When you factor in the parties’ contributions, you find that the Democratic National Committee took in over $206 million, while the Republican National Committee took in $337 million.


Based on spending, point two goes to Obama, whose total campaign resources were nearly $250 million more than McCain’s.


3. POSITIONING


Here the advantage would have to go to McCain. He began his political career as a congressman in the US House in 1982, serving in that position until he was elected to the Senate in 1986. Because of all his political service, McCain had been in the public eye for more than a quarter century. The senator was well known and easily recognizable to politically savvy American voters.


And, of course, before entering politics, McCain had been a patriotic Vietnam War veteran who spent five years as a prisoner of war. The story of his capture and captivity in Vietnam was well known and well respected.


Obama, on the other hand, had been a senator for only a short period when he resigned his office to run for president. Before his time in the US Senate, he was described as a “community activist.” You can choose whether that title is complimentary or not, but the simple truth is that the word “community” suggests that he worked in a small fishbowl and wasn’t well known.


Point three, then, goes to McCain.


4. PACKAGING


If we can avoid the limited view that political correctness imposes, it’s pretty easy to admit that Obama did not look like any president we’d seen before. And while his skin color was certainly an advantage in the eyes of some percentage of the electorate, honesty forces us to admit that it was probably not an asset in the overall.


Spend time at the Hall of Presidents at Disney World in Orlando, and you’ll pretty quickly see that all of the animatic figures of former US presidents have a few things in common. Browse the portraits of the presidents hanging in the National Gallery in Washington, DC, and you’ll find the same commonalities. Most notably, the presidents depicted are all male, they’re all middle-aged or older, and they’re all white. Obama fits the first two criteria but certainly not the third. As you walk out, you might be whistling the Sesame Street jingle “One of these things is not like the others. One of these things does not belong.” The bottom line is that Obama simply did not look the way we expected an American president to look. And even though many of us grew up being told, “In America, anyone can grow up to be president,” experience said otherwise, as all forty-three of the previous presidents of the United States shared common demographic traits.


Like it or not, point four goes to McCain, who is now winning three to one.


5. PROMOTION


Ah, here’s where the rubber meets the road, because here is where Barack Hussein Obama overcame his losses in the other areas and definitively pulled away from John McCain and won the presidency. Quite simply, McCain clumsily built a campaign that was all about himself, while Obama’s marketing team crafted one that resonated with voters.


McCain’s campaign tagline, a succinct description of what a candidate stands for, was “I am a Maverick.” Unfortunately for the McCain campaign, this fell short on a couple of levels. First, for a slightly older than middle-aged white man—and a former military officer at that—the term “maverick” was incongruous at best. McCain was anything but a maverick: he was a solid, middle-of-the-road to right-wing Republican. Yes, he’d been obstreperous in the Senate and had taken some less than popular positions from time to time, including partnering with Senator Russ Feingold, a liberal Democrat from Wisconsin, to author the campaign finance reform bill that shares their names. But to suggest that those stands qualified McCain as a maverick pushed the bounds of credulity and contrasted unrealistically with his actual persona.


Second, “I am a Maverick” talked about who McCain was but said nothing about what that meant for the voting public. Sure, one could extrapolate that a maverick would do new and interesting things, but again, voters’ experiences with McCain did not jibe with that definition.


Obama, on the other hand, presented his candidacy to the public with a motto that I believe will be recognized as one of the best advertising lines of all time, a simple three-word phrase that defined his presidency: “Yes we can.”





“Yes” is positive.


“We” is inclusive.


“Can” is aspirational.


“Yes we can” told potential voters that together we could accomplish great things. It didn’t specifically say what any of those things would be, but it included us in the good works that were going to occur with Obama’s presidency. “Yes we can” promised us that we Americans would make great things happen.


Did it work? Well the proof is in the results. Not only did a majority of American voters pick Obama to be their next president, but 68 percent—two-thirds—of first-time voters chose him as well. It’s particularly interesting that the line had its greatest influence on first-time voters because you can argue that they were least aware of the issues. Instead, they responded to a brand message that not only included them but also made them feel good about the things that were about to happen. As we will discuss in detail later, good brands make you feel good, but great brands make you feel good about yourself. The line “Yes we can” did exactly that for young voters.


Now, before you think I’m taking sides here, let’s see what happened after the election was over and Obama the visionary became Obama the functionary. Almost immediately after his inauguration, President Obama stopped communicating as effectively as candidate Obama had. In fact, on his signature issue—health care—the new president completely failed to frame the argument in a compelling manner, instead allowing Congress, the pundits, and even his adversaries to define his health-care initiative.


One of the truest axioms of politics is that it’s crucial to define yourself and your programs before your opponent does. And nowhere is the law of physics that nature abhors a vacuum truer than in the world of politics. Because the president himself did not craft the defining tagline for his signature health-care plan, he unwittingly allowed a Republican senator from Iowa to shape the message for him. Chuck Grassley’s five-word phrase “pulling the plug on grandma” was so effective and convincing that it nearly scuttled the health-care bill altogether.


What’s more, former Alaska governor and vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin took to Facebook to demonize one component of the Affordable Care Act as “death panels.” Ironically, Grassley’s and Palin’s statements both referred to end-of-life discussions that had actually been among former president George W. Bush’s health-care suggestions. Regardless, due to Grassley’s and Palin’s reframing of Obama’s program, the new president’s signature bill almost went down in flames. And even though his plan was eventually voted into law, the Affordable Care Act (or ObamaCare) was presented to the American people as an eviscerated program with much of its substance left on the cutting room floor during the ensuing debate.


Grassley and Palin understood very well that while most voters and constituents would never read or comprehend the thousands of pages of health-care policy under debate, a simple, emotional message expressing exactly how the plan would affect people’s lives could swing public sentiment against the legislation. “Pulling the plug on grandma” made a very clear statement about what would happen if the bill were voted into law. The image of death panels quickly put a macabre face on an otherwise bureaucratic and uninteresting governmental organization.


Grassley and Palin had figured out how to communicate what they wanted their constituencies to believe—and, more importantly, to feel—about President Obama’s proposed health-care bill, and their interpretations, wrapped in powerfully emotional messages, hit home.


TYING IT ALL TOGETHER


So far we’ve looked at an interesting but seemingly disjointed list of experiences. What do used televisions, Toyota’s Prius Hybrid, professor Mark Levit’s course on successful résumé writing, Palin and Grassley’s anti-ObamaCare messages, and the 2008 presidential election all have in common? And remember my first book signing, discussed in the preface? What did I learn from that disastrous experience that changed my business, my way of dealing with people, and my life?


More importantly, what can you learn from all this?


Simply put, the most successful brand messages are All About Them.


As you’ll see, the most powerful, compelling marketing messages and brand identities are not about the companies or individuals they are promoting but about the people they are trying to reach. More to the point, they’re about making the target consumers feel good about themselves because of their interaction with the brand.


Owning a signed copy of Steff’s book let designers and design fans feel good about themselves and their experience at the creativity conference. President Obama was elected because his message, “Yes we can,” was affirmative, inclusive, and positive and honored the people he was trying to persuade to vote for him. Senator Grassley’s and former governor Palin’s messages nearly derailed the Affordable Care Act because they offered voters what Obama never did: a direct emotional appeal that explained their view of what ObamaCare would mean for them. Mark Levit’s best students’ résumés go against the grain because they don’t concentrate on the qualifications of the job applicant but instead inform and reassure potential bosses that their companies and lives will be better if they hire the résumé writer.


Although you could argue that Toyota’s Prius Hybrid didn’t offer drivers any discernably different functional benefits from its most direct competition, the unique design of the car broadcast its driver’s concern for the environment. While the Honda Civic Hybrid said, “I’m cheap,” the Toyota Prius Hybrid said, “I care.” And while a state-of-the-art flat-screen TV might have more bells and whistles than the older and larger technology, the viewing experience is arguably similar. But the newer flat screens also provide an image of status and affluence that lower-income consumers appreciate.


That’s the pure power of All About Them. It cuts through the clutter and immediately informs your listeners that what you have to say is important to them. It often obviates facts and figures because it gets right to the heart of what matters to consumers: their own self-interest.


Here’s the ugly little secret about human behavior and the best marketing that takes advantage of it: people are most concerned with themselves. And while this seems obvious, I never cease to wonder at how people forget this simple tenet and instead fill their marketing with superfluous facts and figures that only obscure the true message the advertiser is trying to communicate in the first place.


I’m sorry to say that you’ve done it too.


And that’s what this book is all about: showing you exactly how to harness the sheer power of All About Them to get your point across and convince your customers to see things from your point of view.
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