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Praise for The Invisible Promise


“Since the turn of the century, market power has been shifting from the vendor to the customer, and offer power from products to services. Marketing services in a customer-centric world is at the core of the new economy, and Harry Beckwith is the best guide you could have as you navigate these new waters.”


—Geoffrey Moore, Author, Crossing the Chasm and Zone to Win


“Harry Beckwith is not just one of my favorite thinkers about branding and service marketing; he’s one of my favorite writers. His tight, clean, storytelling prose drives forward to key insights to improve your business.”


—David Gardner, Founder and CEO, The Motley Fool


“For twenty-five years, Harry Beckwith has seen what we cannot and then turned what is ‘invisible’ to us into a vision. He has done it again with The Invisible Promise.”


—Ty M. Votaw, former Commissioner, Ladies Professional Golf Association


“My favorite sage on marketing has come up with this best yet. Harry’s observations—short, powerful, and memorable—are incredibly inspiring. I devoured The Invisible Promise in one sitting, and leapt up to apply it.”


—Derek Sivers, Entrepreneur and Author


“Our firm thrived by following Harry’s insights, and The Invisible Promise will help you do the same. Through his wonderful stories, written with a clarity and wit that make the book so delightful to read, The Invisible Promise remains especially compelling in the new business era of internet and communications technology.”


—Clifford Greene, Founding Partner, Greene Espel


“For more than two decades, I have devoured Harry’s ideas on marketing the invisible—in software, music, finance, law, and consulting. The rise of online marketing and social media makes his ideas in The Invisible Promise even more important today. I already am applying them in my business and recommending them to everyone in my network.”


—David Meerman Scott, best-selling Author of 12 books including The New Rules of Marketing and PR


“When I read Selling the Invisible, I knew Harry Beckwith was both a winner and a sage. The Invisible Promise and Harry Beckwith have the process right side up. It’s hard to find answers that make sense. It’s hard to find answers that you can use the minute you read them. And it’s almost impossible to find answers that work. This book answers all three questions both invisibly and visibly. Let me give you my best two words of advice: buy it!”


—Jeffrey Gitomer, Author, Little Red Book of Selling
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Introduction


You Are Not Selling Toothpaste or Teslas


In 1997, in Selling the Invisible, I pointed out that 75 percent of Americans worked in service companies and that by 2005, that figure would top 80 percent. But if you wanted to know how to market a service, there was little to be found. Searching Harvard Business Review’s compendium of marketing case studies, I found that only one in four dealt with services. We were a services economy, I realized, living with a product marketing model.


And this trend to service has accelerated. In 2000, seven of America’s Fortune 10 companies were product manufacturers. Today, there is only one: Exxon.


We live in a nation dominated by services, but by a marketing model from the world of products, most famously from Procter & Gamble: features and benefits, Unique Selling Propositions, positioning. It’s the world of the famous four Ps: product, price, place, and promotion.


But if you are responsible for marketing a service, you soon begin to wonder if those principles fit. And then you realize that they don’t. You need to alter your approach radically.


And there is a good reason for this: a service is nothing at all like a product.


Start with the first P, product. A service is not a P at all. A product is tangible. Take a new car. You can see it, touch it, feel it. You even are seduced by its smell and its sounds: the nice roar of its engine, the famously satisfying thud of its closing car door. Often, you are delighted with products like that car—the perfect black dress, that new carbon fiber driver with the head the size of a waffle iron, the latest Air Jordans—before you even buy it. Products are immediately satisfying.


Now compare this to a service. At the time you agree to purchase a service, it is invisible to you. You buy your services touch-, taste-, feel-, smell-, and sight-unseen.


Now the second P, price. Products have price tags. Services usually do not. Instead, a representative of the service promises to “go back to work up an estimate.” As a prospect at that moment, you are not sure you will be willing or able to pay the amount the service rep eventually quotes.


And if a product fails, you know it: your computer screen goes blank, the headphones go silent, your milk goes sour. But knowing when a service fails, or even if it has failed, is much harder. Are those wedding photographs you received as nice as the ones you were shown? Should your knee still be aching four weeks after surgery? And was that a good tax return? If you know enough to question a tax return an accountant does for you, you know enough to do it yourself.


And because product failures are obvious and provable, most products can be warrantied. Few services can be. As a result, your only recourse for most service failures is a long and painful negotiation or an even longer and more expensive litigation.


Even more critical today, in the last thirty years, we have lived through a quality revolution. Manufacturers make products using well-tested and computer-monitored processes that ensure ever more remarkable quality. As just one example, the word “lemon” for a bad car has disappeared from our vocabulary.


Service companies, by contrast, deliver their “products” through a series of acts that rarely can be routinized into a fail-safe process for producing a superior outcome. No one has devised a method, for example, for turning out consistently effective radio commercials.


And it is challenging to devise a service process, much less manage one. A client flies into town. The person in charge of the account takes him to dinner, downs three gin and tonics, and trips three times before reaching the exit. The client fires your firm the next day.


What “process” possibly could have prevented that costly service failure?


So, compared to products, services are loose cannons on decks, capable of breaking free and wreaking havoc aboard your ship at any moment. As the poor captain, you never feel in perfect control, and your poor prospect or client worries even more.


And there is another critical difference that affects how you design, distribute, and promote a service. The products you buy are made by people miles away, even continents away. So we rarely take product failures personally. But a service is provided to us by someone we have come to know. So, when a service fails us, we take it and often address it personally. “How could you do this to me?”


So, every day, as a service marketer—doctor or dog walker or dry cleaner—you face prospects sensitive to any mistake you might make, added cost you might charge, or any promise you may not keep.


And this is where service marketing, unlike product marketing, begins. It begins with a clear understanding of the salient traits of every service prospect: Fear, uncertainty, and doubt.


You must approach marketing a service differently. The four Ps either do not apply or apply in ways that are significantly different.


And positioning, features and benefits, Unique Selling Propositions? No, no, and no.


That is what this book is about—that, and the changes in our world, in the exactly twenty-five years since Selling the Invisible appeared, that have significantly altered how you market and deliver a service. Service marketing is different from product marketing, the 2020s are different from the 2000s, and my added twenty-five years of working with hundreds of services all over the world have added to, and in some cases altered, my understanding. This book tracks my new understanding of the service marketing sequence: planning your business; reaching and persuading your prospects; and finally, but light-years from least, relating to the clients you acquire.









PLANNING









An Upside-Down World


The Competition Challenge


Twenty years ago, big really mattered.


That’s because prospects had limited access to information about companies and their services. So prospects chose, with remarkable frequency, the service with which they felt most familiar, thanks to its frequent advertising, and often the service with the biggest Yellow Pages ad.


Buyers naturally assumed a service successful enough to advertise must be pretty good, and the service with the biggest ad might be the best.


This meant that a company could buy a market. Today, it can’t. Few prospects read newspapers and magazines, most aren’t exposed to print ads, and most record their favorite television programs and skip over the commercials.


In short, the biggest barrier to entry in a market—having the resources to build your brand though advertising—has been all but eliminated.


When Selling the Invisible appeared, a professional-looking capabilities brochure cost at least $40,000. Few tiny businesses, and only trust-funded sole proprietors, could afford one. Now, a one-woman consultancy can look remarkably like Boston Consulting. She can hire a good designer and capable coder and put up a smart-looking website from an inexpensive template. The cost is approaching zero.


The result: Now the little can look like the big.


A famous 1993 New Yorker cartoon hinted at this. It showed a black dog seated in front of a computer keyboard and looking down at his spotted dog friend.


“On the internet,” the black dog tells Spot, “no one knows you’re a dog.”


On the internet, a dog can appear to be a prince, and a one-man band can look like Maroon 5. It no longer costs much to look reputable, even excellent.


Everyone can get in the game.


The greater the competition, the more the need for distinction. Find yours.


The Quality Challenge


In 1959, Volkswagen unveiled the second ad of a campaign that an Advertising Age poll, forty years later, would name the greatest of all time. The headline, below a large photo of the little ’59 Beetle, was just one word: “Lemon.”


Americans often heard that word for an irreparably bad car. And it was true, because no one in the early decades of the twentieth century believed that factories could mass-produce products without some failures. The idea behind statistical quality control, the first major quality movement in America, actually was to tolerate defects, and merely reduce them to an acceptable minimum. As historian Daniel Boorstin noted in his Pulitzer Prize–winning book, The Americans: The Democratic Experience, “Products . . . were no better than they needed to be.”


And then Japanese industry invaded America in the 1970s. They came with automobiles and electronics that seemed never to fail, and rarely did. Our standards went up and our economy began to suffer—badly. Seeing this, Congress stepped in and passed the Magnuson–Moss Warranty Act, which few people know by that name, but millions know by its popular name: the Lemon Law.


Six years later, Ford tried to assure car buyers that Ford was doing fine by launching a massive campaign, “At Ford, Quality Is Job One.” Americans took some persuading; Ford had to run the campaign for seventeen years.


But eventually, the “New Quality Movement”—certain that products could be nearly perfect, rather than merely as good as they needed to be—worked. And that movement continues to bear fruit—other than lemons, of course. Products under any given brand name—Ford, Motorola, Crest—don’t get worse over time; they get better. Their processes ensure it. So a product brand doubles as an assurance of quality.


But what about services? Totally controlled, refined, and monitored processes produce products, but most services come from a single, unmonitored human being. And to err is not only human; it’s a daily event.


Your services come from people, not proven processes, and people come and go. When it’s the stars that flee—the hot copywriter, the art director, the James Beard Award–winning chef, as three examples—the service’s reputation suffers, even if it maintains the same high quality. There’s no process in place to prevent that decline.


But the pressure is on. Great products have created great expectations for quality. We should all take to our hearts the message on a ten-yard-wide poster for Stanford University’s football team:


“If you aren’t getting better, you are getting worse. There is no staying the same.”


Plan to get better—constantly.


The Disney Challenge


Your client’s wife wins an incentive trip that takes her and her husband to a Four Seasons, where they arrive by limousine. For spring break, they explore Disney World and are catered to, Disney style.


Now that’s service, her husband decides.


Back home the next day, he orders new Stan Smith tennis shoes from a store 1,800 miles away. The shoes arrive the next day.


Now that’s service, he decides, just as you would.


And these realizations stick.


Those experiences become the man’s standard of service excellence. It’s not the standard in your industry; it’s the standard in his mind. If I can get a chocolate under my pillow, a smile from every “cast member,” a well-groomed man to hold my car door, and a package delivered in near real time, he decides, shouldn’t I get your return phone call seconds after I hit “send”?


You study your industry, and you copy. But your industry may fail at serving clients. The printing industry is notorious for it. So are taxi services and collection agencies. Designers routinely rely on the excuse that their muse is late. (“We have some good ideas, but want to flush them out. Can you give us two more days?”)


And now in the digital age, these weak industries find themselves in a bull’s-eye, as ambitious twentysomethings see an imperfect industry and devise a new model to set the flawed one ablaze. So, goodbye taxicabs, hello Uber. Goodbye printers, hello Vistaprint. Goodbye designers awaiting their muses, hello Squarespace. Goodbye travel agents, hello Travelocity and Expedia.


Your industry doesn’t establish the standards in your prospects’ minds. Your services do. If you want ordinary clients, meet your industry’s standards. But if you want delighted ones—the ones whose referrals and repeat business determine your long-term success—stop watching your competitors.


And start watching Disney, the Four Seasons, and FedEx instead.


You aren’t competing with Dave. You are competing with Disney.


The Speed Challenge


When I was young, instant was bad.


Instant oatmeal tasted like library paste, instant chocolate milk tasted like sweetened chalk, and instant orange juice—Tang—tasted like cough medicine.


This famous cartoon hung on the walls of several thousand car repair shops, printers, and other service providers:


Sloth may have been among the Seven Deadly Sins, but life was slow.


And the internet didn’t change that—at first. I vividly recall the searches I attempted in the months after I finished writing Selling the Invisible. After dinner, I’d launch the too-aptly-named WebCrawler. I’d enter my item, say “brands.” (I couldn’t do this during the day, not incidentally. Too many other people already were on WebCrawler’s site.)


I’d stand up from my desk, wander to the kitchen, and build a sandwich. Then I’d trudge back to my Macintosh.


The search wasn’t done. Or, just as often, the whole thing had crashed.


Occasionally, I got some results. But they’d be articles on cattle brands or something else unrelated to what I was looking for.


But on September 4, 1998, Sergey Brin and Larry Page started Google. And a year later, they launched. Search soon was nearly instant, and, unlike those instants of my childhood, instant was good and about to get better.


We are in the Age of Instant. On Twitter, we get the day’s big headlines split seconds after the event occurs. We have something called, literally and appropriately, instant text messages, notifications on our phones, and predictive text and grammar/spelling suggestions in documents and emails.


Word processors eliminated the time of cutting, pasting, and slowly white-outing and then retyping our mistakes on printed paper.


Text messaging eliminated the time we took to click on our answering machines and listen to each of many wordy messages. And it reduced that wordiness because—again, to save our time—we text far fewer words than we speak.


Blogger eliminated the hours it took to set up a blog.


Facebook eliminated the time it takes to reach your friends. Now, you can reach them all at once. Twitter had the same effect and allowed you to reach friends in no more than 140 characters, a limit they doubled to 280 in 2017. (Tellingly, Twitter also recently cut its home “What is Twitter?” description from 30 to 16 words.)


Amazon eliminated the time of traveling to and from a bookstore and looking through its aisles for books and, often worse, learning the store didn’t have a book in stock.


And Google eliminated the days it once took to research a topic—as every author knows, often just before nodding to the heavens and giving thanks.


And the faster we get things, the faster we want them. It’s telling that we now regard the slower lanes of traffic as foolish; we call the fast one the “sane” lane.


You once had to poke your finger into a hole in a dial and then turn it to move that dial, and repeat that at least seven times, just to make a phone call. Now you push a single bar. Done.


Several years ago, Target CEO Robert Ulrich echoed the new mantra of the age, “Be quick or be gone.” Ulrich said it was simple:


“Speed is life.”


We are flying in hell-bent hurries, and thousands of businesses are satisfying our desire for it. If you are not among them, you are at risk.


But that also means you could be in luck. How can you thrive in our age of Speed Is Life?


What does your service cost your clients?


How can you reduce the cost of their time?


Can you go to them, instead of them to you?


Can you edit your advice so they can read and understand it faster?
 

Can you shrink your white papers, blogs, and case studies by 30 percent? (Yes, you can.)


Can you eliminate waiting time?


To make your service more attractive, look at every way to make it simpler and faster.


Plan to get faster. We want it right now.


The Major Challenge: America the Untrusting


According to recent studies, only one in three of us trusts teachers, only three in ten trust police officers, and fewer than three in ten of us trust scientific studies.


And while medicine is the most trusted service profession—half of us trust our primary doctor—even our trust in medicine is declining. In 1966, three in four of us expressed confidence in medical personnel. In 2019, only one in three of us did.


Whom do we trust? Major brands, actually. Their devotion to Six Sigma quality—the optimum possible—appears to have paid off: 74 percent of us say that the average major company will deliver consistently. But that figure drops significantly if you are not a major brand company, to just 55 percent. And according to the Edelman Trust Index, our trust in American businesses declined 5 percent over just the twelve months of 2016 alone.


But no one can equal us marketers for earning Americans’ mistrust. A 2015 study commissioned by the American Association of Advertising Agencies revealed that only 26 percent of Americans believe that advertisers and marketers “practice integrity.”


So, as soon as you begin to sound like a marketer, you begin to lose a prospect’s trust.


Talk like a solution, not like a marketer.


Overvaluing the Medium, Undervaluing the Message


When I first set out to write this book, the wave of these All New! ideas had morphed into a tsunami. And then an event in a coffee shop a short walk from Minneapolis’s Bde Maka Ska (previously named Lake Calhoun) changed my perspective.


Two young marketing consultants were telling me that I no longer should strive for succinctness and clarity in my writing. Instead, I needed to find ways to repeat three or four key phrases in each of my posts.


No synonyms; just repeat that key phrase. This tactic would “optimize my website.”


“Won’t it annoy my readers?” I asked


They shook their confident young heads. “Antiquated thinking.”


Bewildered, I mentioned that Google was spending billions of dollars hiring brilliant engineers. Weren’t these Silicon Valley wizards going to catch on to these tricks?


No, these experts told me. You’re not writing for your readers and clients. You’re writing for SEO—search engine optimization.


I couldn’t resist. “Will it pay me $675 an hour?”


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


Miss, you took those words from my mouth.


That chat over coffee told me to fold my tent. I began writing a novel and waiting for this storm to pass.


It continued for a time. Every day I read about something that was going to change our clients’ lives forever. Infographics—the Next New Thing, along with the five reasons they were indispensable to your webbased marketing. (I am not kidding.)


But I felt sure these ideas were wrong because each began with a flawed assumption: that the medium mattered more than the message. Of what use is an infographic or an SEO-optimized website that has nothing compelling, credible, or persuasive to say? Of what use is a merely ordinary think piece, when readers have been exposed to so many excellent ones?


And what if your SEO drives people to your site to read an ordinary piece oddly stuffed with redundant “key phrases”? Or to a website that has been optimized for search engines but not for its persuasiveness?


What you need are not new or different vehicles for conveying your message but a truly compelling message.


Your medium is just a screen; your message is your movie.


The Bullshit Challenge


In the spring of 2007, a man whose identity I will protect decided there had to be some truth in all those promises of marketing gold.


So he hired a designer to create a new website, a writer to help him craft a weekly blog, and an SEO firm to optimize his site and blog.


Over lunch one November day in 2015, I asked this fellow how much he had spent on these services.


“North of $135,000.”


“And how much of your time?”


“About six hours a week.”


“Can you estimate your return on investment?”


He did not look up from his bowl of wild rice soup. “I’m not sure there has been any.”


Once more: What matters is your message, not its medium.


The Bullshit Challenge: Advice from My Dad and the Ancient Romans


My late father was a surgeon who regularly dispensed excellent advice—along with far too many horrible puns—in memorable ways.


What I remember hearing most often was this: “Your logic is irrefutable, but your hypothesis is all wrong.”


And my second favorite fatherly suggestion applies perfectly here.


“Well, Son—consider the source.”


Invaluable advice today, considering that the internet has made it possible for everyone to pose as an authority.


And that’s the problem. There are no barriers to entering the apparent authority market. There is no editor to put the publication’s stamp of approval and reputation on the article. Worse, there is little to prevent the author from simply making things up.


Great magazines and newspapers still aspire to be “publications of record.” Even Us Weekly, which reasonably can be called a gossip magazine, has a six-person fact-checking department. So does Glamour. And the New Yorker, credited with inventing the professional fact-checker by hiring Nancy Ford in 1923, has assembled a famously obsessive army of seventeen.


But no one vets blogs and most other articles posted on the internet; no one gives the authors their publication’s endorsement; no one fact-checks them. And as you probably have discovered, perhaps painfully, many of these articles are not articles at all. They are advertisements for the person writing them, touting the superb service they are raving about.


The Romans were on to this. As early observers of hucksterism in sales, they coined the famous phrase caveat emptor: let the buyer beware.


Less famously, however, the Romans devised a similar phrase that is perfectly apt in this era of the Internet Authority:


Caveat lector. Let the reader beware.


Consider the marketing advice you read. Is it advice, or is it an advertisement?


Do You Believe in Miracles?


When Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook and Jack Dorsey of Twitter created these possible marketing vehicles—Facebook, Twitter, and others—they also created a massive number of services intent on proving that they could train you how to deploy them and grow your business.


This begat millions of new bloggers, thousands of SEO firms, half a dozen Social Media Gurus. This generation of geniuses assured you that your marketing problem wasn’t your service or your message; it was your medium. Use these media wisely—“we will show you how”—and these vehicles—banner ads, Instagram pages, better landing pages—somehow were going to unleash years of pent-up demand for your services.


These articles—no doubt you read them and suffered from Fear of Missing Out, too—told you these new things were “changing marketing forever.”


They didn’t, of course. That’s because the media used for marketing don’t change marketing at all; they merely serve as vehicles for it.


Beware of miracles.


A Revelation at the Great Wall


My then eight-year-old son Cole and I were ascending the Great Wall of China behind a mass of tourists and an unusual number of young and tall Chinese women. Their preference for fashion over form could not have been more vivid: they were wearing five-inch heels (hence, the tall) and Gloria Vanderbilt and Calvin Klein jeans.


Fascinated about brands, I wondered if I had come upon the world’s most brand-conscious people, the young Chinese.


I filed this away. I was in China, after all, to advise China Fashion Council. And the council needed someone’s good advice; China fashion was not selling outside China. But even worse, it was not selling inside China, either. And there, staring at me from the back-right pockets of half-a-dozen American jeans, was the reason:


Fashion-conscious Chinese women bought branded products.


The country’s fashion designers and manufacturers, however, had one enormous asset. Chinese silk was second to none and readily available at a cost far below what Gloria Vanderbilt and Calvin Klein and Giorgio Armani had to pay.


And China fashion had one other conspicuous asset. I saw it the instant I opened the brochure that the client had mailed to me in Minneapolis: the fashion had distinctive, understated, flattering design.


This was a revelation.


I added up all these elements—brand-consciousness, brilliant design, and beautiful silk at great prices—and had my answer for the council: they needed to go to Paris Fashion Week. Debut their fashions there, I would tell them, then work with the eager Chinese press to publicize China’s debut at the fashion world’s most famous event. Fashion-conscious women in Beijing and Shanghai would read of this historic debut in the fashion world and seek out these beautiful and brilliantly designed dresses and blouses. Of course!


I confidently offered this recommendation and rationale for it at a major conference in Beijing. I looked at my Chinese client and instantly recognized his expression. He was probably muttering to himself whatever is Chinese for “What on earth are you thinking, Harry?”


As so often happens in my business, I licked my wounds, and Cole and I, after another day of sightseeing, flew home.


Years passed—twelve, in fact—until one day when I picked up the Wall Street Journal. A smile on my face, I read the news: China’s debut at Paris Fashion Week was the talk of the city. And this reminded me of the greatest plague in marketing:


Overconfidence in one’s position.


My Chinese client had been confident for years about the future of fashion in China: all that he needed to do was persuade Chinese women of the quality and value of China fashion. People bought quality.


Well, many people do. But fashion-conscious Chinese women still bought brands—and brands, in his view, were frivolous. And it had cost his industry millions during that period. Now China has its own Fashion Week in Shanghai, so my client might be right in the long run.


But the lesson then was:


In planning, get second and third opinions—and listen to them.
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