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			The Mind-set of a Celebrity

		

	
		
			1

			The Making of a 
Celebrity CEO

			In the spring of 2014, I received an email inviting me to speak at an event in Aruba. I assumed it was spam and ignored it. A few days later, I received an update to that email, asking me again to come to Aruba and speak. I ignored that email as well. After a few more days, I received a third email with the same invitation. I replied, and the rest is history. I ended up speaking in front of almost a thousand Aruban professionals.

			I hadn’t requested to speak. I wasn’t searching for my next speaking engagement. Someone running this event saw me online, researched me a bit, and invited me to speak. This is the result of having a strong personal brand. You aren’t chasing after business. Instead, clients will begin to chase you down to work with you. You can be choosy and pick whom you want to work with. You don’t have to lower your prices to get the next gig.

			I’ve been asked by fledgling business owners how I got to be so successful in my business and able to work with some of the biggest brands in the world. There are several reasons. My clients tell me I’m easy to work with. The thousands of attendees at the events I speak at have expressed that they enjoy the way I connect with the audience. The most important reason why I have clients chasing after me is that I have created a fan base that is always growing. From this fan base, I get new and repeat clients. I’m very well known to my audience because of my presence online and in person. 

			I’m a “celebrity CEO.” A celebrity CEO can be defined as a business owner who has a growing community of engaged fans (not customers) who follow the business owner (via email newsletter, social media, or by attending events, etc.) in order to learn from him or her. A percentage of these fans are converted into regular paying customers. I’m a business owner, a business professional, and I have a community of fans. This community lives largely on Facebook and Twitter, but also via my email list and websites. This community is not for my vanity, but it’s a source of customers and referrals that I leverage on a constant basis to grow my business. In this book, I’m going to share with you some of the key best practices, tips, and insight for how YOU can achieve these results and become a celebrity CEO. Over the years, I’ve built a very strong and recognizable personal brand for “Ramon Ray,” and this has attracted a following and a fan base. Within this fan base are paying customers.

			Origin Story

			I can remember how I felt when I had no other option left to become the person I am today. For several years, I had been working at the United Nations, and at the same time, I was running my own business. The UN does not allow its staff to have private enterprises without special permission. For years I had this permission, but then things changed. I was asked to shut down my business. I didn’t know it then, but I was first and foremost an entrepreneur, with the craving of starting and nurturing my own businesses, putting teams together, taking risks, and creating mini-ventures. 

			I didn’t close my business; therefore, my contract with the United Nations ended. It was equivalent to being fired for being an entrepreneur. After more than ten years of service, I no longer had a day job. What was I to do? Thankfully, over the years I had a few clients who sponsored events I had organized and hired me to do webinars. But I had to do more. No longer did I have a steady job with a steady paycheck. I went from having a part-time side hustle to becoming a full-time entrepreneur, all while trying to provide for my young family. This had to work; there was no Plan B. Even if there was another option, the hunger for running my own full-time business was too intense to ignore. 

			At the time, I didn’t know the term personal branding—marketing myself and my career as a brand. I didn’t know about marketing automation, sales-funnel target marketing—or anything. However, I did know what I was good at, and I had the confidence to go for it. I was good at speaking on stage, organizing events, selling, and communicating. Putting these skills together birthed and has grown what I’ve been successfully doing for many years: hosting events sponsored by leading brands and being paid to speak to thousands of business owners and professionals every year.

			I’m going to tell you why building a fan base is important later in the book. I want to first share with you my early successes of personal branding with fan building through a simple email newsletter. I still publish a regular email newsletter, and it’s been well over fifteen years since I sent out the first one. It was called Small Business Technology Report. It was based on interviews I would do with executives from technology companies who shared their insight about marketing to small businesses with other executives. Everyone wants to know what everyone else is doing. In hindsight, this was a brilliant start, but I didn’t realize it at the time. So what was I doing? 

			I had a narrow target market (we’ll talk about this later in the book), focused on a very specific topic. This meant that the head of small business marketing at Dell, for example, would be really interested in reading my newsletter if it featured the head of small business marketing at Microsoft. Over the years I built a following, a fan base, a community of executives who wanted to read my content. 

			And this is where it all began—with a simple email newsletter. Today, of course, there are multiple social media platforms and a variety of options you can use to spread your message to a community. People ask me how I’ve been so successful in working with leading brands. I believe the number one marketing secret for my success is my steady focus on a very particular, or niche, market.

			I remember my interview with President Obama in his first live video chat. Out of three hundred thousand applicants to interview the president, I was one of five who were chosen. Want to guess what my question was? Yup, that’s right—something related to small business. If you search on YouTube for “Your Interview with the President Recap - 2012,” you can see the interview.

			Finding a niche and targeting a highly specific market is a powerful concept that you can, and should, consider for your business. This doesn’t mean you can’t expand or grow, but for us very small business owners, we have limited resources. Limited time and money. Instead of pouring all your energy into trying to be everything to everybody, pour your energy into being the very best for a specific group of people.

			While in a rush to get more income, sometimes we’re tempted to say yes to everyone. We’re tempted to be an accountant who does accounting for auto mechanics, bookkeeping for lawyers, and audits for elementary schools. I know the fear of needing to make this month’s rent or pay your staff or buy gifts for the holidays. But, trust me, for the long term, it’s much better to be the accountant focused on audits for elementary schools. You become an expert in all things elementary school accounting, and all the elementary school principals will start referring you.

			In the early years of growing my personal brand, of being the Celebrity CEO, I also learned the importance of media attention. Again, I didn’t know the fancy terms I know now, and I didn’t know how important it was. I was just excited to be on TV or be on the radio or be referenced in a magazine or newspaper.

			Want to take a walk with me back in time? Over seventeen years ago, Entrepreneur.com featured me in an article about information technology consultants:

			The Internet can be an invaluable resource for finding a competent, reliable ITC [information technology consultant] in your area, but like most products and services advertised in cyberspace, you shouldn’t take what you see at face value, according to Ramon Ray, small-business technology analyst and consultant, founder and CEO of Family Computer Consulting Services in New York City and publisher of the online newsletter Smallbiztechnology.com. “There are a lot of places on the Net where you can find consultants, but just because they have a nice-looking Web site, that doesn’t tell you if the guy is a scam artist or if he just got out of jail,” says Ray. “That’s where word of mouth comes into play. If [an ITC] can provide you with the name of a client you’ve heard of, or if your own network of friends can say good things about this guy, I would rely on that. You should also ask for references. If [the ITC] is good, they’ll be prepared to give you some. And if they don’t have references, that can also be a good indicator.”1

			It was articles like this that helped solidify and build my credibility as a small business expert (or whatever you want to call it) in the community of small business owners, entrepreneurs, and the brands who wanted to reach them. The concepts we’re going to talk about in this book are much easier to implement than they were in the 1990s (or before) with the saturated ease of access to the Internet, but the principles are the same. 

			The success I’ve had in building an extremely strong personal brand has been a long road. It’s been a journey. It doesn’t happen all at once. Like looking at a recipe book, where all the ingredients and the process is laid out for you, consider Celebrity CEO your recipe book for personal branding.

			While much of this book focuses on the digital tools you can use to build your personal brand, understand that the personal relationships, emotional intelligence, and ability to connect to another human are even more important.

			I can remember the first time I met Joe Connolly of WCBS Radio 88. He was speaking with Jay Walker, the founder of Priceline.com, at an event hosted by the radio station. This was ten or more years ago. I was one of the last people at the event and walked with Joe out of the venue. It was a warm handshake and smile that made the connection—no tweets or Instagram live-stream videos.

			In 2002 I interviewed then Senator Hillary Clinton at an event in New York City. While a gaggle of attendees was around her, I went the opposite direction and found her assistant. After some pleasantries, I snagged an interview with her. I asked her questions related to—no surprises here—small businesses. (If you go on YouTube and search “Hillary Clinton - Ramon Ray Interview,” you’ll find it.) This goes to show you the power of human connections in the real world two years before Facebook, and they are still powerful to this day.

			If you’re serious about building a community, you have to have the mind-set of a community manager. Before I go on stage and speak at an event, you won’t find me in the green room by myself. I’m walking around speaking to attendees to find out about their businesses and their needs. Speaking from a stage and then leaving is easy. But it’s essential to show appreciation, respect, and engagement with my fan base. Why are Penn and Teller so loved by fans of their comedy? They stay after their shows and shake hands and chat with the audience.

			My journey has been about building a community where I’m very focused on the expertise I share and deliver. It’s been about building a fan base within a particular community. It’s been about networking and building relationships. The final part of this journey is, of course, the tools.

			My first serious website was SmallBizTechnology.com—I bought the domain in 1999, twenty years ago. I went through a variety of methods to update the website on a regular basis because back then there were no sites like WordPress. On my computer I would launch a software program called FrontPage made by Microsoft. This was before cloud computing. It was the leading do-it-yourself software for building and managing a website. A few times a day, I’d type up a blog post, save it to my computer, and using FTP (file transfer protocol, a method for transferring files via the Internet), I’d update the website.

			This was content for my community. I did it without LinkedIn, without one tweet, and with no video (well, except the one with Hillary!). Bottom line: I used an email newsletter and a simple website to share content with my community and grow it. Today, there are a lot more tools, and just about everyone is online.

			You, the Celebrity

			In some ways, you have it much easier today, but on the other hand, it can be much more difficult. When I was starting out, people were still getting CompuServe diskettes in the mail. There was little online content about much of anything. Today, everyone is creating content. Everyone’s phones are documenting their dinners, babies’ first steps, staff meetings, sales, and more. The hard part is figuring out what you can do to capture the attention of your ideal customers and nurture them to a sale. 

			You’re constantly competing with the president’s tweets, your neighbor’s viral dog videos, and your teen’s video chats. While most of us will never be a celebrity like Oprah Winfrey, Taylor Swift, or Mark Zuckerberg, we all can be celebrities to a specific community. All business owners can be celebrity CEOs. I’m blessed to have a strong roster of clients from leading brands that I work with. I’m honored to get calls and emails just about every week asking for an interview on a podcast, blog, or website. It happens because of the power of being a celebrity CEO.

			[image: ]

			In the simple diagram above you’ll see the celebrity CEO road map. Decide on your target market—the niche that is best for you.

			
					Create great content that educates and adds value to this market. Do a blog post. Host an event.

					Get or create publicity (in a family-friendly way). Get an interview on a local radio station. Talk to a reporter. Be interviewed on a local podcast.

					Your fan base will grow and grow. People start signing up for your email newsletter or following you on social media.

					Turn fans to clients. Now watch as a percentage of these fans, on a regular basis, turn to customers.

			

			This is what being a celebrity CEO is all about.

			Gary Vaynerchuk is probably one of the most famous celebrity CEOs around. He has about five million followers on Instagram and two million on Twitter. Ha! I only have about thirty thousand on Twitter. Guess what? It doesn’t bother me.

			[image: ]Gary Vaynerchuk, Ramon Ray, and Tim Ray, June 2013

			Being a celebrity CEO is about living the life you want that’s great for you and your family. If you, like Gary, want to buy the Jets build a global marketing agency, that takes an entirely different strategy, mind-set, and sacrifice than if you’re going to work from a home office with a team of five people, which is how I live.

			This book won’t teach you how to have viral videos or be an Instagram influencer, but it will guide you in how to be better known than your competition and get customers, the right customers,to chase you down. Seth Godin is another celebrity CEO. He’s a mega influencer with one of the largest email lists in the world.
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			Seth Godin and my daughter, 2010

			Seth Godin hammers home the importance of building a tribe of people who rally around what you’re saying or doing. “People like us do things like this” is one of his core rallying cries. If you follow this principle, you’ll start to get the attention of the people whose attention you want. They’ll start to sit up and take notice and become your fans, or your tribe or community. Within that community, there will be those who want to know more about the solutions you can provide. Why? Because they know, like, and trust you from your online presence. Next step: they’ll become customers. Rinse and repeat (refer back to the diagram above).

			 The more value you add to someone’s life (value could be content and education), the more trust you’ll have with him. The more trust you establish with someone in the right target market, the higher chance you have of him becoming your customer. He will invest his money in you to solve his problem and/or provide something to him that he needs.

			People often ask me why I create so much video. Well, because it works. The more video I have (which is value/education), the more trust I create with my fan base. Video (as we’ll talk about more in the book) humanizes and personalizes your brand. I can’t shake everyone’s hands or be in front of everyone in real life, but video is the next-best thing.

			Anyone can do what I’ve done. If you follow the principles I’ve outlined in these pages and work hard to make it happen, it will happen. The goal is to be seen as an expert in your field, creating desire from everybody in your professional community to want to work with you. This is a great place to be. Most business professionals fight and claw and scratch to get noticed and be picked. If you have a strong personal brand, you’re not the lowly draft hoping to get picked, you’re LeBron—everybody wants you.

			We live in a very noisy world. Those who can break through that noise by having a strong personal brand will succeed. The marketplace for our products, services, and ideas is constantly filled with a flurry of competing messages, all vying for our attention and the attention of our customers and potential customers. You’re trying to get your message about the solutions you offer in front of the right customers, but they’re distracted.

			And frankly, everyone’s distracted. We only care about ourselves, about our needs, about what’s most important to us at a particular moment in time. For instance, we know we must pay our taxes on April 15, but why are accountants only so busy in late March and early April? We only care about taxes when we’ve got that deadline in our faces. A new couple doesn’t buy a crib for their baby when they get married, but Dad and Mom think of buying the crib when there’s a bun in the oven. So we’re not only distracted overall, but our attention is very cyclical and shifts from hour to hour, day to day, week to week. 

			The good news for you, as a business professional trying to sell your products or services, is that we all have needs. We all have problems, and we all want solutions to those problems. Those needs could be as basic as entertainment—Netflix, Hulu, Amazon, etc., have some solutions for you. Other problems could be the need for a quick meal—Chick-fil-A, McDonald’s, Wendy’s, and a zillion other restaurants have solved that problem.

			You’ve heard of these solutions because, over the years, these large brands have captured your attention by spending lots of money on advertising and marketing and word of mouth. These brands I’ve mentioned are, of course, global brands whose names are in the lexicon of just about everyone in the modern world. 

			Now, what about your business?

			Maybe you’re a local accounting firm in midtown New York City, or you’re a distributor of water filtration systems in a suburb of Dallas, Texas. Maybe you serve customers in Portland, Oregon; Hyderabad, India; Sao Paolo, Brazil; or anywhere else in the world. You don’t have a large budget to spend on advertising or marketing. You don’t have a budget to bombard a local or national market with TV, radio, or online advertising.

			That’s okay.

			Every entrepreneur, every business owner, can be a local celebrity. They can be thought of first by their clients and potential clients. Every professional can build a strong personal brand, which is a great way to ensure that the right customers in need of your solutions know about you and become your customers. Personal branding is not about being a global megastar with zillions of followers, like the Kardashians or some other celebrity. In some cases, successful personal branding is very local. You might not be the most famous real estate agent in the entire United States, but you might be extremely well known in a small suburb of Albany, New York. Or if you’re in an incredibly dense city like New York City, maybe you’re not known all over the city, but you are quite well known in Park Slope, which is a small section of Brooklyn, New York.

			In another case, you might be nationally or globally known, but only to a very thin slice of a particular industry. For example, maybe you’re a lawyer in Atlanta, best known for helping high-growth startups incorporate their businesses. That’s someone with a strong local personal brand. Or you might be a lawyer specializing in high-rise-apartment-tenant litigation for senior citizens. You might be nationally known but to a very narrow segment of the population.

			Make sense?

			Maybe you’re an expert in carpet cleaning for hotels. While most of the world has no clue who you are, I bet every head of custodial services at major hotels knows just who you are—you’re a local celebrity. I was recently giving some advice to a couple who were starting their health-and-fitness business. When they first started out, everything was very general. They wanted to serve everybody. However, as we spoke, they shared that one of their goals was to help those who have special needs, such as amputees or those with mental health issues. I advised them to focus on building their personal brand for this particular market. It would take too much money and time for them to be known by everybody. However, it’s quite doable to be the top fitness experts for amputees in the New York City area. That’s a local celebrity.

			As small business owners, we don’t have the time or money to be globally known to everyone. However, we can make a great living by being well known to a targeted, or niche, group of people. Marketing legend Seth Godin calls this “famous to the family.” He wrote about the topic in a blog post:2

			There is famous and there is famous to the family. Cousin Aaron is famous to my family. Or, to be less literal, the family of people like us might understand that Satya the milliner or perhaps Sarma Melngailis or Peter Olotka are famous.

			And famous to the family is precisely the goal of just about all marketing now. You don’t need to be Nike or Apple or GE. You need to be famous to the small circle of people you are hoping will admire and trust you. Your shoe store needs to be famous to the 300 shoe shoppers in your town. Your retail consulting practice needs to be famous to 100 people at ten major corporations. Your WordPress consulting practice needs to be famous to 650 veterinarians or chiropractors. Famous the way George Clooney and George Washington are famous, but to fewer people.

			By famous, I [mean] admired, trusted, given the benefit of the doubt. By famous, I mean seen as irreplaceable or best in the world.

			Here’s how to tell if you’re famous: If I ask someone in your community to name the person who is known for X, will they name you? If I ask about which store or freelancer is the best place, hands down, to get Y, will they name you? If we played 20 questions, could I guess you?

			Being famous to the family is far more efficient than being famous to everyone. It takes focus, though.

			Famous to the family (of board game fans) is the key to making my friend Peter’s Cosmic Encounter Kickstarter hit its goal. Or Ramon Ray’s new magazine getting traction. Famous to the family is what this IndieGogo needs in order to change kids’ lives. And failing to be famous to the family is precisely why most Kickstarters fail.

			Famous to the family is an important concept. Very few of us will be globally famous, like Beyoncé, Jay Z, or even the local chain of cheap hamburger restaurants you may love in your local town. However, we can all be really well known (i.e., famous to the family) in our local community. It’s really hard to become globally famous, or even famous in your entire city. However, it’s a lot easier to be well known and sought after in your profession or industry. Stop spending so much time trying to be known to everyone. Stop spinning your wheels trying to be a mega TV star. Stop trying to reach every user on Facebook. Instead, focus. Focus on the smallest segment you can find, and from there you can expand.

			
				
					https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/23574

				

				
					https://seths.blog/2014/10/famous-to-the-family/
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