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			Praise for Tattoos, Not Brands

			“A must-read for anyone who is looking to grow a business, organization, or movement. Full of smart practical guidance that reverberates universally—from luxury goods to social impact and everything in between.”

			– Avenue Magazine

			“In his new book, Tattoos, Not Brands, Clint White provides a step-by-step approach to identifying your target market, quantifying it, and then selling to it as a ‘Tattoo’ rather than competing against far wealthier and better-established ‘Brands.’

			‘Tattoos’ shows you how to hack the system to avoid waste and inefficiencies. The perfect book for the aspiring entrepreneur, or any small business.” 

			– Robert Grede, best-selling author of Naked Marketing: The Bare Essentials (Prentice Hall Press)

			“Tattoos, Not Brands is an insightful and thoroughly enjoyable ride through the journey of creating great marketing experiences. Clint’s own experiences are tremendously invaluable in bringing to life concepts that are applicable across industries and pretty much all walks of life.”

			– Kabir Sethi, Head of Digital Wealth Management at Bank of America Merrill Lynch

			“The mindset of a tattoo can be extremely liberating and helpful whether you are a business, non-profit, politician, influencer, or leading a movement.”

			– Sonja Nesbit, former Deputy Assistant Secretary for Legislation at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS); current Managing Director, FTI Consulting

			“The Tattoos, Not Brands concept is intuitive and powerful. The book is approachable and reframes some foundational ideas about best practices marketing in a digestible way.  The text flows easily with insights dropping left and right backed up by the author’s personal experiences on what actually works and doesn’t.”

			– David Henstock, Head of Identity, Visa 

			“If you feel like you are hitting a roadblock with your marketing, Clint White’s Tattoos, Not Brands will help you overcome them. White will take you by the hand and walk you through a new take on classic marketing tactics. White pulls from decades of his own experience in updating and deploying new marketing strategies for iconic institutions. Learn from this marketing master— “Tattoos, Not Brands” is an unfading toolkit for the modern marketer.”

			— Patrick Dolan, former President and COO of the Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB)

			“An amazing first book.  Well written, thought provoking, and a practical guide that creators, designers, entrepreneurs, marketers and others can really use and apply.” 

			— Steven Alexander, Healthcare Executive

			“Clint White’s refreshing new take on growth marketing is so smart. This book resets expectations on brand-building and instead offers marketers realistic, actionable tactics to drive results.”

			— Ben Bilbrough, Founder and CEO Addy.co

			“An instant classic! As an independent creative and nonprofit administrator, I found Mr. White’s focus on identifying and putting one’s uniqueness front and center to be both refreshing and instructive. A real game changing mindset in my approach to both current and potential clients or customers.”

			— Arian Blanco, Artist and Co-founder HExTC, Inc. 

			“Clint’s insight is very specific to a small business owner like me.  It helped me to focus on separating myself and services in a huge medical service-based industry.”

			— Dr. Frank J. Ruggiero, Owner, Integrative Physical Therapy of NYC, Retired NYC Firefighter
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			To my sons, Liam and Quin: You are the ultimate tattoos—unique, vibrant, personal, and amazing. Be who you are and let everything align around your evolution. You’ll blow us all away.

			To my mom, Barbara Prince Levatich: We have a bond that is so powerful and has persevered through so much. Thank you for your encouragement.

			To my wife, Marilou Aquino: There are no words to express my appreciation for you. You are my guiding principle. Forever. 
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			Introduction

			Tattoos fascinate me.

			The way they look, the motivation to get them, what they mean, where they are situated on one’s body, the way they age, the way they make one feel, the way they can speak without saying a word, and how seeing the edge of one through clothing instantly creates intrigue. 

			Simply put, tattoos are powerful.

			They are personal. They are at once complex and simple. They can be controversial. They can be ugly and beautiful at the same time, aggressive and sedate. They tell stories. They make statements. They are real. They are life changing and can last a lifetime. (Unless, of course, one falls in line with a major cultural trend and decides to remove them—which has subsequently created a multi­billion-dollar laser-procedure business.) 

			Tattoos, really, are akin to all the products and services we consume that really matter to us: those we get to choose. It’s reasonable to call these things brands. As marketers, we need a word to codify the avalanche of products and services that are available to us because we have a relationship with them. Just think for a moment about how intimately attached we are to our smartphones, morning coffees, shampoo, noise-canceling headphones, favorite sweaters, the cars we drive—or the bike we ride, the public transportation we take—and the vacations we plan and experience. In other words, we are attached to our lifestyles. 

			But drilling down deeper, very few of these things in our lives are truly brands. A brand is something so powerful and coercive that it leaves a rudimentary impression on the brain. Many of the brands surrounding us today were created and taken to market at a time when there were fewer choices, when individualism was much less valued, and homogeneity was the norm. 

			At its most literal, a brand is a brutal accounting system for animals—especially cattle— designed to help owners efficiently determine who they belong to. Figuratively, though, a brand is an unforgettable shorthand forged by the heat of billions of dollars in advertising, public relations, promotion, personal selling, and length of time in the market. Think Apple. Budweiser. Coca-Cola. Disney. Elvis. Ford. Google. Harley Davidson. IKEA. Johnnie Walker. Kleenex. Levi’s. Madonna. The New York Yankees. Oreos. Paris. The Red Cross. Starbucks. Tiffany. UPS. Visa. Western Union. And the most newly minted one—albeit circumstantially—Zoom.

			These are all brands. The real thing. They are just as recognizable in urban areas as they are in small towns. Their logo and signature color palette alone are indicative of the product. Eight out of ten people walking down any street practically anywhere in America will recognize them. They will know exactly what they are and what they do. Their benefit to the consumer will be generally clear and shared. (How else does a three-year-old child who can’t read recognize McDonald’s?) 

			Much has already been written and said about global brands. They don’t need our help. They have identified formulas for staying at the top of consumers’ minds through masterful management of owned, earned, and paid media. Their media management is fueled by massive cash outlays, legacy leveraging, constant content creation, and product placements. These all result from corporate cultures of innovation. Consumers are coerced brutally, benevolently, elegantly, and sometimes absurdly to think about these brands and then buy them, over and over again.

			This book is not about them. 

			Instead, this book is about products, services, and organizations that are part of a more nuanced lifestyle, one that thoughtful consumers have a genuine passion for. They are unique and subtle things that get consumers talking enthusiastically about what matters, leading them to share their excitement with family, friends, and tertiary connections in their social network, both in person and online. 

			These are the things that people dream about, feel deeply about, and ultimately live for. The good stuff in life. I’ve spent my entire career as a marketer and entrepreneur finding strategic ways to bring that good stuff in life to market, often with very limited cash resources and always in hyperbolically crowded marketplaces. 

			For the first third of my career, beginning in 1991, I was a staff member of visual and performing arts organizations. The other two thirds were spent on the agency side, first someone else’s and then my own. The agency side is where I began to develop many of the ideas present in Tattoos, Not Brands: An Entrepreneur’s Guide to Smart Marketing and Business Building. These ideas apply not only to arts and culture clients, but also to those who are involved with advocacy and sustainability, e-commerce, education, entertainment, and other innovative businesses such as those associated with fashion, finances, food and beverage, health care, luxury, technology, and more. 

			Over the years and through experiences with a wide array of businesses, I have found the dynamics that exist between mission-driven and market-driven clients are extraordinarily compelling. Today in my consulting work, we harness the essence of both sectors and serve clients by catering to each in order to produce the best results. 

			Still, time after time, I’ve seen those in charge—marketers and executives alike—approach us to take their product to market by making a common mistake: wanting to be a brand. And so in this book, I’m asking you, as I ask them, to adjust your perspective and use a different strategy. I’m asking you to go back to the basics, while simultaneously thinking in a contemporary, creative way that may run against the grain. In short, I’m asking you to adjust your thinking about how you articulate your unique selling proposition (USP), encourage smart people to sample your product or service, and put it in the best position to be shared by others who will further the cycle of raising awareness, thereby creating demand and driving the traffic that leads to conversions. 

			The “tattoo mindset” outlined in the following chapters is precisely the one my team and I have worked hard on for years, advocating for the framework, and then managing it tactically, step by step, with our long list of diverse client partners. Not only can I guarantee it will help you be more efficient and utilize resources in a smarter way, but it will also allow you to differentiate your product or service in a much more articulate, compelling, and resilient way. Market resilience is certainly being tested these days. Little could I have guessed when I finished writing this book that in a matter of weeks, COVID-19 would shut down the world— proving yet again that timing is everything—or that we would witness the most dramatic transformation the marketplace has seen in decades. Although some of the examples you’ll find in these pages are based on pre-pandemic studies, the concept of tattoos still holds. What I’ve witnessed since the spring of 2020 has only redoubled my confidence that to be a tattoo in today’s world is more important than ever.

			I assure you this book is written with the disruptions of COVID-19 in mind. 

			Studies have shown that for both individuals and organizations, experiencing traumatic events can lead to transformation and evoke a new appreciation for life, a new sense of strength, and a new commitment to service and others. This extraordinary phenomenon is at the very heart of the business advice you will find here. Thinking like a tattoo means being attuned to the way consumers adjust their behavior and then making creative adjustments yourself. In fact, it’s a back-to-basics approach that began leading me forward thirty years ago.

			Throughout this book, in both pre- and post-pandemic case studies, you’ll find the same formula for success: a flexible, authentic, nuanced approach—or as I put it, a “tattoo mindset.” After all, anyone planning to build and grow a business must be prepared to take stock of themselves when they face troubled waters so they can adapt to nature’s demands. Brands can and will weather storms, thanks to deep company pockets and market share. Tattoos need to rely on other strengths. Primarily, they must be ready to make key adjustments at inflection points by following the guideposts presented in these pages.

			To help you discover the right tattoo for your business, each chapter concludes with a few simple questions or exercises in a section called “Your Turn.” 

			So get ready and dive in!
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			Chapter 1

			Tattoos vs. Brands

			Before we go any further, let’s play a little game. Answer these questions:

			
					Did your company or organization spend more than $2 billion in paid advertising last year?

					If you walked down the street in a random town anywhere in the Western world, would at least 7 out of 10 people you encounter have heard of your product or service?

					Have you been around for over one hundred years?

					Are you a famous person universally recognized for achievements in a universally recognized sport, artform, scientific field, or the like?

					Do people unknown to you write extensive articles about your product or service without being asked to do so?

			

			If you answered ‘no’  to more than one of the questions above, then you are not a brand. (Sorry, not sorry.) Now, let’s keep playing.

			Do you have:

			
					A truly great product, service, or organization?

					A mission?

					Limited financial resources?

					Challenges in gaining people’s interest in your product, service, or organization?

					Limited time/history in the market?

					Are you a startup?

			

			If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, then you need to approach yourself as a tattoo rather than a brand.

			It’s tempting to think of yourself as a brand, I know. This seems to be the way the twenty-first century world talks about products, services, and even people. Everything and everyone is or has a brand. The fact is, however, that few things in our lives are truly brands in the actual sense of the word. Brands impose themselves on the customer. They tell customers what to do. But a brand takes away your nuance. It depletes your distinctive offering to your consumer. It says, “We are one thing and one thing only.” As a result, brand managers for low-resource brands regularly struggle to articulate the many things they attempt to be to myriad people.

			Tattoos, on the other hand—just like those found on upper arms, center necks, mid-chest, lower backs, and backsides—are personal choices. They’re an expression of individuality. A tattoo conveys instant meaning. Embracing your unique, multi-layered value, exploring inventive ways to meet your customers where they are, and thinking of yourself as a tattoo instead of a brand is the best way to make measurable progress in the marketing of your product, service, or organization.

			You, as a tattoo, are a choice. And that’s a good thing.

			Going Back to Basics

			Now that I’ve assured you that you’re not a brand and you don’t want to be a brand, I would like to make it equally clear that you do have something incredibly important in common with industry leaders and established giants; you still need to understand the fundamentals of how a brand ultimately reaches that level of ubiquity. Among the most important of these is what’s known as the Marketing Mix.

			The term Marketing Mix stems from the idea that in order to be successful, any organization’s marketing strategies are composed of a few essential ingredients. This term was introduced by Harvard professor Neil H. Borden, who first began using it after his colleague, James Culliton, described marketers in the 1940s as the “mixers of ingredients.”1 In Borden’s teachings, he crafted a more complicated model with at least twelve marketing ingredients. The concept gained widespread acceptance in 1960, following the publication of E. Jerome McCarthy’s book Basic Marketing: A Managerial Approach.2 McCarthy grouped the ingredients into a memorable four categories, now known as the 4 Ps of Marketing: Product, Place, Price, and Promotion. None of the 4 Ps can stand alone, and though they may be used to varying degrees depending on the organization, each is required in order to ensure an organization’s success.

			The “4 Ps of Marketing” Mix

			The first of the marketing mix’s 4 P’s is Product. This is the physical merchandise, service, or experience that a company offers. There are several product-related decisions that must be made when dealing with this marketing mix element, such as function, appearance, packaging, and so on. When creating their marketing strategy, companies often make the common mistake of positioning their product over their product’s benefit. It is important for companies to fully understand their goals and offerings in order to drive consumer purchases. To do this, a company must approach the situation from an internal and external perspective, making sure they present themselves and their product benefits in a fresh but truthful way.

			The second element in the marketing mix is Place. This element deals with the actual placement of a company’s product and the decisions associated with their chosen channels of distribution, that is, the various means of getting that product to their target audience. Distribution decisions include how to ensure market coverage, channel consumer selection, and many other logistics—in other words, how the product will get to where it needs to go to then be sold.

			The third element of the marketing mix is Price. This does not always mean the specific price at which a product is sold but rather the entire pricing strategy that an organization will assume. Pricing encompasses not only retail price figures but discounts and financing. When making pricing decisions, a company must consider their profit margins as well as their competitors’ pricing

			The fourth element of the marketing mix is Promotion. Often, companies think of promotion as simply the sales part of the mix. Other companies may make the mistake of approaching promotion only in terms of generating awareness for their product, not the actual selling. In fact, promotion is the marketing mix ingredient that manipulates how a company will communicate and sell to potential customers. Promotional decisions include sales and involve advertising, public relations, and media types—owned, earned, and paid—which later chapters will address in more detail.

			So why is it important to learn these basic, old-world, twentieth-century fundamentals? Quite simply, for the basic reason that brands maneuver the 4 Ps exceedingly well. This means you need to do the same but in a sophisticated, new world, twenty-first century, purposeful way. Since you can’t rely on the assets, loyalty, resources, and long-established formulas that brands do, you often need to hack the system to avoid waste and inefficiencies. Hacking allows you to custom design a version of the marketing mix for your specific situation, mission, values, and most importantly, for your “user.” In other words, it creates a mindset and organization nimble enough to completely rethink Place in the wake of new technologies or a global pandemic or any other major upheaval.

			I can’t stress enough how it all starts with the user’s experience. Thinking of yourself as a tattoo rather than a brand will help you do what non-brand organizations most need to do. That means putting yourself in your customer’s shoes and designing a simple, straightforward, start-to-finish experience that meets the needs and interests of your specific audience.

			Let’s look at the wine business. For all intents and purposes, the first P—the Product, wine—is consistent among producers. Grapes are grown, crushed, and bottled for a certain length of time. Eventually, they are sold as legally regulated products. Wine has been around forever, and if you asked anyone in your own neighborhood or halfway around the world if they knew what wine was, rest assured they could tell you whether they’d tasted it or not.

			At the same time, the level of satisfaction with wine is extremely subjective. This is where the coordination of the other three Ps comes into play. A $5 and a $500 bottle of wine each have a very different Price, obviously, for various reasons. One price point might serve a market of a million customers, while the other serves a market of a thousand connoisseurs. Promotion and Place will undoubtedly differ, too. You may see one particular bottle everywhere—supermarkets, big-box stores, every wine shop on every corner. Another bottle you might have to search for and enlist experts’ help to source.

			Now, let’s say John Doe has saved up some money and finally quit the rat race to fulfill his lifelong dream of being a winemaker. He buys some land, plants a vineyard, makes some wine, and, after a few tireless seasons of trial and error, produces a Product that is really, really good. His friends like it, his family likes it, and he thinks he’s ready to take the next step and turn his dream into a real business.

			So what next?

			Well, let’s also say that John Doe has a brand perspective toward the  4 Ps. Not that he actually compares his wine to Chateau Doe to Gallo or Sutter Home—his beverage is much better, he’d be quick to say—but those brands certainly have a sizable market share that he’s pretty confident he could break into. His marketing strategy, therefore, is to replicate those brands. Where those brands are sold, he will try to sell his; how those brands are priced, he will try to price his; how those brands are promoted—how the labels look, where the wines are advertised, what the advertisements say—he will emulate. He will try to replicate it all, despite the fact that his vineyard can produce a thousand bottles at most.

			But how satisfied will his customers be? Because he is not a brand, something in his marketing mix won’t add up. Perhaps he finds it impossible to sell at his price point, which means his bottles sit on the shelves. Maybe he can’t meet the demands of big brand distributors or afford brand advertising, which means his wine sits in his cellar without creating demand. Bottom line: John’s wine remains an enjoyable experience for his friends and family, but a non-event for everyone else.

			But let’s say John has second thoughts and decides to pursue a tattoo approach instead. Rather than try to replicate a brand, he starts to think how cool it would be to replicate the pleasure and satisfaction that his friends and family experience. What factored into their enjoyment? Knowing his story; that winemaking has been a dream of his for years, and that he left a lucrative career to pursue it? Knowing he designed and drew the labels himself? Knowing exactly where the grapes came from, that they were organically grown, and that each wine is a custom blend? How can he keep the narrative of his Product intact, through Place, Price, and Promotion, to evoke this same satisfaction in his customers?

			Thinking this way changes his business plan completely. He realizes that none of the  4 Ps can stand alone. If he tries to move forward without including each one, he will fail. As he puts the  4 Ps into play, his marketing changes, and his distribution changes. His price and production requirements are set, and his wine finds its way into an appreciative audience’s hands. Now he is poised to continue adapting each component of the  4 Ps to meet business growth and market changes.

			Conversely, if you are like many of the especially successful, ambitious entrepreneurs I regularly encounter, you won’t automatically think of the  4 Ps and how they pertain to contemporary marketing. Unfortunately, ignoring the fundamentals is an enormous mistake. I say that because, in the end, your task is relatively simple: create a product or service that is in demand, figure out how best to get it to your target market, determine what price that market is willing to pay, and figure out how to convert prospects into paying customers.

			But the myriad details that get in the way of these goals routinely confuse the process. Focusing on the 4 Ps allows you to simplify any complications and clarify the elements of most importance to your consumers. It should also help you scale your ambitions so you can focus on how to grow or sustain your market share. The key is to not get ahead of yourself when it comes to a marketing strategy, thereby ultimately failing.

			Consider this book a manual for customizing the 4 Ps to precisely fit both your needs and your customers’ needs.

			How the 4 Ps Changed My Life

			I was the first marketing guy at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City in the mid-1990s. I worked there from 1996 to 1999, gaining a deep-rooted appreciation for aesthetics and the transcendent power of visual art, a creative work ethic, the value of hustle, and an understanding about the upside of failure. And it was there I connected with the love and light of my life—my wife and guiding principle, Marilou Aquino.

			Sort of amazing, in retrospect, that the Whitney didn’t have a marketing department until the second term of the Clinton Administration, but it was a different time. A simpler time, one might say: no widespread internet access, no email, no social media. Our job, it seemed, was simply to inform already interested audiences where and when they could find our Product.

			The “Gray Lady”—as the still all-black-and-white New York Times was called then—was our core advertising tactic, along with NPR sponsorships and perhaps some small ads in the magazines you find in high-end hotel rooms. Time Out New York magazine had just launched with the brilliant and arresting tagline, “Welcome to New York. Now get out.” It was the hottest thing in town, and we placed ads there sporadically.

			One of our main preoccupations, however, was creating quarterly calendars of museum activity, tirelessly delivering packets of them via US mail to libraries, bookstores, other arts organizations, colleges, and tourist centers. Easy, right? Announce what’s happening and watch the crowds roll in.

			Well, no.

			This wasn’t actually marketing; this was following a set of steps established long ago in an even simpler time to reach anyone who might care about museum exhibitions and events. This was product-based marketing, or “marketing the supply,” in fact. This was selling ourselves way short.

			We were living in a bubble, speaking exclusively to what Keith Diggle, a pioneer of arts marketing, calls the “available audience” or people who already care.3 The available audience has an established pattern of participation. They receive inputs about the product or service from multiple sources that most often start with their peers and friends. Of course, everyone in this audience want to see a fabulous exhibition of an artist they’ve never heard of, right?

			Wrong.

			Arts marketers too often suffer from “arrogance of the idea.” They think their product will sell itself. That phenomenon couples with one of the worst afflictions going: the idea that they don’t have any money for marketing. It wasn’t until much later in my career that I realized this is not a phenomenon exclusive to museums or nonprofits. This kind of thinking occurs consistently in tech, healthcare, travel, and especially startups. Organizations earmark plenty of money for product, staff, lawyers, consultants, but little to none for raising awareness about what has been created and figuring out a smart cost-per-customer acquisition.

			A colleague—a fellow startup consultant—put it like this over breakfast a few years ago: “They birth a baby and then expect it to find its way in the world on its own.”

			Yes, many startups aim to create a lucrative business as quickly as possible so they can sell it and make a profit. If that’s their objective, we can understand why they don’t take a long-term perspective. Yet wouldn’t going to market with awareness about their business and an increased market share create an even higher valuation? 

			Nonprofits, however, generally have a long horizon point of view. Their mission requires it; goals often take a while to achieve and therefore require patience. Nonprofits are designed to have long, useful lives and thus desperately need awareness and demand to drive earned and unearned revenue.

			Ignoring the importance of raising awareness doesn’t make sense. It just isn’t smart to spend massive amounts of money—not to mention time, energy, and collective passion—to create and present a product, exhibition, or service with an eight-week to eight-month shelf life, and then devote minute amounts to raising awareness, creating demand, and driving traffic. After all, if an exhibition opens in the forest, and no one hears or sees it except the forest dwellers, how much does it matter? Not to mention the fact that public funds are expended to support this unheard of and unappreciated end.

			Creating and capitalizing an asset—whether it’s an exhibition, an app, a healthy snack for kids, or a nonprofit organization with the ability to effect change—and then undercapitalizing its promotion is like running for President and not campaigning. It’s the “build it and they will come” approach. It doesn’t work. Marketers see this all the time across industries, and people actually think it works. Or at least it seems to. All too often, museums and performing arts organizations—really, nonprofits in general—are oriented towards flat growth and non-implosion. It’s survival mode, always.

			Why? Is it because the Product costs so much to create and is so subject to the personal taste of the curator or artistic director? Is it because the Price is right or wrong, or worse, based on a flawed model? Is it due to issues with Place—aka modes of distribution—including its physical location? Or is it Promotion, the ways we use our resources to get customers into the “demand funnel”? (Something we will cover in upcoming chapters.) The reasons are multivalent but structurally rooted in a basic orientation away from the tenets of customer acquisition costs and long-term investment in audience development.

			As a twenty-five-year-old kid with a degree in English, I wrestled with these weighty questions on subway rides to work at the Whitney, armed with a five-dollar primer called Naked Marketing: The Bare Essentials by Robert Grede.4 I somewhat shamefacedly purchased it at a local bookstore on the way home from work one day. Actually, that little book gave me the very fundamentals that I desperately needed to formalize my thinking.
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