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“The term ‘influencer’ often refers to some celebrity-wannabe on any social media platform. It’s time to burst that bubble! Jason’s book provides clear examples of how to have REAL influence, something that connects and is meaningful. Don’t be a falling star. Be a rising star.”


—JEFFREY HAYZLETT, PRIMETIME TV & PODCAST HOST, SPEAKER, AUTHOR, AND PART-TIME COWBOY


“Winfluence is one of those rare books that has practical, how-to advice, while also providing a broader, more strategic context. Learn why influencer marketing is passé and why leaders must replace it with influence marketing, or as Falls declares, Winfluence. Get a fresh marketing perspective on how to drive lasting brand value by getting this book for you and your team.”


—CHARLENE LI, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DISRUPTION MINDSET, FOUNDER AND SENIOR FELLOW AT ALTIMETER, A PROPHET COMPANY


“The expertise inside Winfluence is worth 100 times what the book costs. Eventually, influence marketing will be the only marketing that works, and this is the must-have handbook that teaches marketers precisely how to do it (and do it right).”


—JAY BAER, FOUNDER OF CONVINCE & CONVERT AND COAUTHOR OF TALK TRIGGERS


“Jason Falls has outdone himself with Winfluence. Marketing leaders should read this book now because it teaches us how to do ‘influence marketing’ the right way. It is so easy to get caught up with just Instagrammers and YouTubers, but Jason challenges the status quo and encourages us to build influence strategies across all online channels, and offline channels, too. I love this book and so will you!”


—LISA JOY ROSNER, SENIOR VICE-PRESIDENT BRAND & DIGITAL, ORACLE CORPORATION


“The recurring magic trick of Jason Falls and his work is that he digs into topics that are often poorly handled and makes a piece of work that becomes essential to understanding a concept. If this book weren’t written by Falls, I wouldn’t read it. Because it is, I trust it.”


—CHRIS BROGAN, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR, TRUST AGENTS


“I wish I could share with you how impactful, insightful, and actionable this book truly is, but words simply won’t do justice. This is one that you MUST read on your own. This book will change your focus from the noun to the verb; influence instead of influencer. A worthy investment.”


—RANI MANI, HEAD OF EMPLOYEE ADVOCACY, ADOBE


“Influence is a verb, not a noun. Jason’s fantastic new book shows you how to create a marketing strategy based on true community and real engagement, and he lays out an actionable plan for what that means in an increasingly social/digital world. Winfluence is the approach your business needs!”


—ANN HANDLEY, WALL STREET JOURNAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR AND CHIEF CONTENT OFFICER, MARKETINGPROFS


“Only Jason Falls would ask a non-influencer like me to influence you to buy Winfluence. But when I read it, I understood it’s the influence, not the influencer that is important. Jason taught me social media as we together reversed the then-declining sales of Cafepress and grew it like a weed. Winfluence is my graduate-level education. It will be for you, too.”


—BOB MARINO, CEO, THANKYOUBACK AND FORMER CEO, CAFEPRESS


“Jason Falls is a marketing genius and an all-around great guy. I loved reading this book. Jason and I share many of the same philosophies and it’s never been a better time to be an influence marketer!”


—JO ANN HEROLD, CMO, THE HONEY BAKED HAM CO.


“This book can simultaneously lead us to humanistic and responsible practices in today’s cluttered landscape of messages and media. It is my hope that this book pushes us from a nascent idea of influence as an action and away from wasting resources on distracting approaches.”


—EMILY KIRKPATRICK, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, NATIONAL COUNCIL OF TEACHERS OF ENGLISH (NCTE)


“Whether you are arguing for budget increases to invest in this space or navigating the pitfalls of influencer outreach, the guidance in this book arms even the seasoned marketer with new insights and tactics for effective campaigns. Aside from Jason Falls’ notoriety and expertise in the social media realm, his thoughtful examples and easy-to-digest strategies are impactful and distinctive. This is the ultimate handbook of how to do it … right.”


—WENDY TREINEN, DIRECTOR OF BRAND AND PRODUCT COMMUNICATIONS, GE APPLIANCES, A HAIER COMPANY


“Falls correctly pinpoints that ‘influencers’ are just the beginning of a much larger game of influence marketing; a game that is determining the success or failure of every brand and business.”


—ERIK QUALMAN, FIVE-TIME BESTSELLING AUTHOR; SOCIALNOMICS, DIGITAL LEADER, WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS STAYS ON YOUTUBE


“Falls correctly pinpoints that ‘influencers’ are just the beginning of a much larger game of influence marketing; a game that is determining the success or failure of every brand and business.”


—ERIK QUALMAN, FIVE-TIME BESTSELLING AUTHOR; SOCIALNOMICS, DIGITAL LEADER, WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS STAYS ON YOUTUBE


“For anyone who has ever ignored the opportunity of influencer marketing because it feels fake and scammy, this book will change your mind forever and help you take your brand to the top.”


—AMY LANDINO, FOUNDER OF AMYTV AND BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF GOOD MORNING, GOOD LIFE AND VLOG LIKE A BOSS


“As traditional advertising continues to decline, influencer marketing is on the rise and Jason gives a practical guide with a powerful step-by-step approach on making it work for your brand.”


—LEWIS HOWES, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR, THE SCHOOL OF GREATNESS


“Finally, a book that combines influencer marketing with the strategy that actually makes it work. If you work in sales—and we all, in some way, work in sales—this book should be at the top of your reading list.”


— LAURA GASSNER OTTING, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF LIMITLESS—HOW TO IGNORE EVERYBODY, CARVE YOUR OWN PATH AND LIVE YOUR BEST LIFE
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Dedication
To my mother, Sara George, the most impactful influencer of them all.
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FOREWORD BY DAVID MEERMAN SCOTT




As I write this, it’s the middle of the pandemic and I have been going through serious travel withdrawal. I’ve visited 107 countries, all seven continents, and all 50 states over a lifetime of travel. Under normal circumstances I’ve got as many as a dozen journeys booked to look forward to each year. However, by playing it Covid safe and not getting on an airplane for eight months, my stay-at-home life feels strangely incomplete.





So last month I bought a tricked-out 4x4 Mercedes Sprinter camper van so I can do some self-contained travel. With solar and diesel power plus a 21-gallon water tank feeding a small kitchen, toilet, and shower, I can live off grid for a week.


Prior to my big purchase, I never would have learned about camper vans if it hadn’t been for several people in my network—those people who influence me—who were talking about them. That led me to a private group on Facebook that I joined, and for a few months I read every post about the sort of camper van that I by then had become obsessed with. I paid attention to what the more experienced people had to say, and they influenced my decision to buy a camper van of my own.


However, as I was doing my research, I also encountered people in the Facebook group who represented brands or who appeared to be paid influencers. Most of their posts felt like a sales pitch, so I dismissed them. And based on the very few numbers of comments on these posts, so did others in the group.


There is no doubt that without the influence of the people I encountered in the camper van Facebook group, I never would have purchased one of my own. I was influenced!


Celebrity spokespeople have been around for decades. In the 1950s, before he entered politics and was elected Governor of California and President of the United States, then-actor Ronald Reagan for many years was the host of General Electric Theater, a popular weekly TV show. People felt they could trust him, and sales of GE products enjoyed success as a result.


Fast forward to today and add the super-easy ability to create content via social media and, all of a sudden, many people influence others. Companies are obviously eager to tap into those people who have influence over the buyers of a particular type of product or service or who are popular with a particular group of people and build marketing programs that will attract them.


But how to do that?


Well, you can just pay up. Many companies invest a lot of money on celebrities who become paid spokespeople for their brands, frequently through posts by the celebrity on social media. However, paying hundreds of thousands of dollars to have one of the Kardashians wear a piece of jewelry to an event and posting a photo of the evening on social feeds isn’t likely to lead to sustained sales if she isn’t perceived as a true fan of the product.


Or you can find an up-and-coming influencer who charges way less than the Kardashians who will happily shill your product on their Instagram, complete with duck face, peace sign, and a fabulous background filled with palm trees and a swimming pool.


There is a better way! What you really should do instead is listen to my buddy Jason tell you about what he cleverly calls Winfluence.


I met Jason on social media more than a decade ago. At that time, Jason and I were both “snoopers” (a concept you will learn about in these pages) and we supported each other’s forays into the world of social media marketing. I’ve followed Jason’s work since then and when he told me about this book, I was eager to dig in.


This is no academic tome. Jason tells wonderful and sometimes funny stories of success (and failure). My favorite is the goat with hundreds of thousands of followers. When a farm animal has become an influencer, the online world might be weirder than you thought.


Jason also shares details on how to reach out to people effectively. I wish the hundreds of people who contact me in an average month would read this book. It’s amazing how many people want me to share their products and services with my several hundred thousand followers and have no clue about how to effectively reach out to me. Most of the pitches I receive are awful. Jason will tell you what people are doing wrong as they conduct outreach and how you can get it right.


There is no doubt that the best people to champion your ideas or products are those who are the most believable, like those in the camper van Facebook group who were simply sharing their honest experiences.


Here’s to your success,


—David Meerman Scott Marketing strategist, entrepreneur, and Wall Street Journal bestselling author of 12 books including Fanocracy www.DavidMeermanScott.com@dmscott




— introduction —
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THE INFLUENCER STUNT THAT WASN’T




The first of nine posts in a carousel of Instagram pictures showed her smiling, her sandy blond hair cascading over a bare shoulder, her overalls undone on one side. The wide, open-mouthed grin and half-closed eyes were tilted up as the sun shone down on an expression of sheer joy.


One arm was holding a white helmet in her lap. The other propped her up as she leaned against the seat of her 1980s-era BMW R80 motorcycle. Tiffany Mitchell looked as happy as a woman could be, out for an afternoon ride with her friends Lindsey and Martin.





Ironically, it was her words, breaking through the image-first distraction of the world’s most popular photo-sharing site, that drew the audience in. They were a shocking juxtaposition to the model of happiness before them.


“This is me and my bike about an hour before I got into an accident,” they began.


No one could resist flipping through the rest of the pictures after that introduction. But there was something unsettling about the photos of the accident. They were good. They were too good. Perfect lighting, excellent color balance, incredible capture of emotion.


In one, Mitchell lay on her side, hand on head, eyes closed, her helmet in the foreground. Martin knelt beside her, reaching under her head to hold and comfort her. The sense of drama was palpable.


In another picture, Mitchell was in the same position, but the camera was closer, just a few feet away. Martin was looking off to the side as if to talk to someone. Someone had gotten her some water since the previous photo was taken.


But the Smartwater bottle is conspicuously placed, logo forward, between the helmet on the side of the pavement in the foreground and Mitchell’s limp body just beyond.


Professional-grade photographs? A seemingly obvious product placement smack dab in the middle of the drama? It’s easy to see why some reactions to the post were skeptical and others were outraged.


You see, Tiffany Mitchell’s friend Lindsey Grace Whiddon, who took the photos in question, is a professional photographer who often snaps magazine covers of Nashville’s elite. Mitchell’s Instagram account (@Tifforelie), where all this went down, has about 200,000 followers. Tifforelie is an influencer. And that bottle of water rained down a shitstorm of controversy not just on her, but on influencers everywhere.


THE PERFECT STORM


Mitchell’s post, which went up on Instagram in August 2019, was picked up by BuzzFeed, which quickly published the most incendiary comments. BuzzFeed updated the story more than once with statements from both Mitchell and Smartwater that they did not have a working relationship and the post was not an advertisement.


In the fast-moving world of social media, though, it was too late. Mitchell was being lambasted for everything from overacting to poor ethics. The story made its way to Cosmopolitan, Elle, and even Britain’s The Evening Standard, each new post pouring gasoline on the fire. Harper’s Bazaar’s coverage of the controversy appeared under the headline, “Does the case of the influencer motorbike accident signal the death of Instagrammers?”


The same week Mitchell’s story exploded across the internet, travel influencer Tupi Saravia (@Tupisaravia) was busted for photoshopping identical clouds into many of her posted images. She didn’t help the influencer cause much by telling BuzzFeed, “I really don’t see the big deal [here].”


Then actress Nicole Arbour posted a video to her 2.6 million Facebook fans accusing fellow influencer Jay Shetty of plagiarism. Shetty’s motivational and inspiration content had landed him appearances on Ellen and The Today Show, along with 25 million Facebook followers, 2.9 million YouTube subscribers, and 4.7 million fans on Instagram. Arbour’s video showed a dozen or more of his motivational quotes and then exposed their original sources.


The perfect storm was brewing for everyone to start bursting the influencer bubble. The skeptics were pushing the stereotype that influencers have lots of fans but little substance. One brand manager told me that when he thought of influencers, he thought of “douchebags on Instagram posting a never-ending stream of airbrushed selfies of them in some expensive outfit flashing a peace sign and sticking out pouty lips.”


He added, “Why anyone would follow that narcissistic nonsense is beyond me.”


Honestly, he wasn’t (and isn’t) far from the truth about some influencers. For every one who is genuinely productive and useful to their audience and can move the needle for some brands, there are probably two or three who fit the duck face, peace sign stereotype.


But as your parents or grandparents probably told you, when troubled times come calling, remember: “This too shall pass.”


That same brand manager increased his influencer budget by 200 percent the following fiscal year. He acknowledged it will likely go up next year, too.


THE TRUTH


The truth is Tiffany Mitchell didn’t fake her motorcycle accident or exploit it for a brand partnership. She posted a long series of videos explaining it all on her Instagram Stories (which, as of this writing, you can still see in her highlights at instagram.com/tifforelie). Those videos not only recounted the accident and how the pictures happened, but also explained why it was important to her to post them.


“When my bike went down, everyone reacted immediately by pulling over, rushing to my side, making sure I was stable, and calling an ambulance,” she told me weeks later. “Then we waited. A few strangers pulled over to make sure I was OK. One of them brought me a water bottle and placed it near my head so I could reach it. It was during this time, once everyone knew I was all right, that Lindsey decided to document what was happening, unbeknownst to me.”


She said they were on their way home from a photo shoot when the accident happened, which is why Lindsey had her camera. “It was an intense moment for all of us,” she said.


And the water bottle? It was put there by one of the people who stopped to see if she was OK. “I’m so sad everyone missed that part,” she said. “Giving someone water after they’ve been in an accident is a standard, and genuine, act of kindness. The chances of the water logo being visible in the shot Lindsey took were high, as it’s duplicated on both sides of the bottle. It’s not a reach to believe that was a coincidence. That man and his friend who helped were the only other accounts I tagged in the post aside from Lindsey and Martin.” Mitchell added the two good Samaritans loaded her bike into their truck and drove her home.


“The goal of the post was to share something extremely vulnerable, not to get attention or sponsorships,” she explained. “It was devastating to see the heart of what I was sharing get so lost, so fast, and be met with such hatred.”


The moment was intense for Mitchell because of another motorcycle accident that had happened three years before, on May 16, 2016. It involved Kappel Cloninger, her “partner in work and life,” as she called him. He did not survive.


Mitchell’s ordeal played out across the media, both in traditional outlets and through social media. Her alleged fabrication was held up as another reason influencer marketing is fake, faddish, and frivolous. But the truth is her audience grew, and grew closer to her, because of the human connection they feel when someone shares parts of their lives that aren’t polished for the cameras, even if those events are captured by a professional photographer.


Because of this emotional connection to their audiences, influencers aren’t just here to stay—they may very well be the primary marketing channel of the future for many brands. In the course of the following pages, I hope to illustrate why that is, and how you and your brand can approach influencers and influencer marketing in smart and effective ways. You can win with influence … or, as I like to call it, Winfluence!


DEFINING WINFLUENCE


Winfluence is a new way of approaching influencer marketing so you improve your chances of success by using influence. It is different from what we’ve always thought of as influencer marketing because it shifts the perspective to the action rather than the channel.


Traditional “influencer” marketing focuses on the channel, or the person you will use to communicate your message; as a result, the actual purpose of the communication often gets lost.


“Influence” marketing (without the “r”) focuses on the action—the act of influencing someone. That is the purpose of using the channel, the individual with influence, for your communications. The shift in perspective is subtle, but it can drastically change the actions you take and the outcomes you are used to seeing from an “influencer” focus.


Thinking in terms of the action you are trying to produce (the influence) rather than the channel you’re using to produce it (an influencer) allows you to focus on the strategic implementation of the communications. It grounds you in your goal, which better ensures you actually affect your target audience. It also removes the blinders that keep marketers from seeing opportunities for influence beyond Instagram and YouTube.


That’s right! Influence marketing can happen off-line, too!


WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT FROM THIS BOOK


Winfluence: Reframing Influencer Marketing to Ignite Your Brand is not merely a checklist of tactics. There will be plenty of explanations of how to “do” influencer marketing, but all that is framed within the concept of Winfluence. Winning with influence marketing means you must apply marketing strategy to the action of influence, rather than simply spell out tactics to take with influencers.


The book is divided into four parts. Part I presents a more holistic view of the problems with “influencer marketing”—both the label and the practice. Part II digs into the strategies of influence marketing, and Part III illustrates the four main purposes of influence marketing through a series of case studies that will inspire your own ideas. We end with Part IV, in which I share my thoughts on the human side of influence marketing and the responsibility we marketers have to practice the craft responsibly.


I’ve spent hours interviewing, researching, re-interviewing, and parsing these ideas, and then turning them into what I hope is an informative and fun read. Through in-depth interviews and case studies, I hope to illuminate the reframing of influence and the application of influencer marketing. And I hope you’ll find my approach—storytelling mixed with practical, how-to content—enjoyable.


If you want a bulleted list of how-to steps with check boxes and such, Chapter 6 is for you, but you can also come hear me talk about the book at a conference or webinar near you, or follow along with my periodic influencer marketing updates online. (These are conveniently organized for you at winfluencebook.com or in my newsletter, which you can sign up for on the site.) When I have more check-box lists ready, I’ll put them there.


My hope is that these stories and ideas help you better understand influence, influencers, and the value of carving out an influence marketing practice for your business, brand, or clients—and that you will realize it’s about so much more than placements or impressions or conversions. I’ve made a career out of building relationships with people of influence, to the point that I have a touch of influence myself. But without them, I’d never have written my first book, let alone three.


I consider some of those relationships the more important friendships in my life. Many of the influencers I know have been to my house, and I’ve been to theirs. We know each other’s children.


I’m not friends with every influencer I know, of course. Sometimes they want to keep the relationship strictly professional, and that’s perfectly fine. But I’m not in it for short-term gains. I want to benefit from their audience over time, but I want them to benefit from the relationship as well.


That is what influence and influence marketing should be—a long-term investment in relationships that provides value to you and them. Influencers are, on one hand, the channel of the day. And on the other, they are your business partners, and perhaps your friends, of the future.


—Jason Falls, June 1, 2020




–– part I ––


THE PROBLEM WITH “INFLUENCER” MARKETING




— chapter —


1
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HOW INFLUENCER MARKETING BECAME A PROBLEM




Billy’s mom drags him around town taking pictures and videos of him, seemingly just to post them on social media sites. She dresses him up in ridiculous outfits and makes him wear sunglasses. He sits in an old lady’s lap at a nursing home. He poses by a pool at a nighttime party. Not long ago, his mom made him host an evening in a dance club, complete with his picture on the flier.





Billy doesn’t seem to mind. But then, he hasn’t even had his first birthday yet.


Now you may be thinking Billy’s mother is neglectful, even selfish, capitalizing on a child’s cuteness to gain social media followers. And yes, Billy is a kid. But he’s not the kind of kid you’re thinking of.


Billy is a goat. As in the animal. His “mom” is owner Jo’Lee Shine. Billy goes by @realbillygotti online, and he’s been dubbed “The most stylish goat in cyberspace.” He has amassed 182,000 followers on Instagram to go with his 151,000 fans on Facebook. He’s been a guest on The Maury Povich Show.


To give Real Billy Gotti some context, 182,000 is more than twice as many copies printed each day than the Raleigh News & Observer, one of the main daily newspapers serving Billy’s home state of North Carolina. It’s also larger than the circulations of papers in Tampa Bay, Cleveland, Boston, and Detroit.


Add his Facebook audience to the total. If Billy’s 333,000 total fans were a publishing audience, his social media presence would rank as the 11th largest newspaper in America, just behind Houston’s Chronicle and above Philadelphia’s Enquirer.


Did I mention this is for a goat?


Now, I have to admit that goats give me the heebie-jeebies. Some people think they’re cute or funny, but they’re the demons of my nightmares. It’s the eyes. They have freaky eyes.


Personal phobias aside, how the hell does a goat have more than a quarter of a million followers? Ones it can potentially influence to consider, try, or buy products?


Ironically, it all started when those very consumers, who are today influenced by goats, initially grew tired of being influenced by anyone.


In this chapter, you will learn what qualifies someone as an influencer and learn how online influencers came to be. I’ll walk you through the story of how social media emerged so you understand why our current media landscape is so fractured but still full of opportunity. Finally, I will demonstrate the power of online influencers and begin to connect their influence to the formidable discipline of word-of-mouth marketing.


DEFINING INFLUENCERS


But before I go further down the goat path (or any other path, for that matter), it will be helpful to agree on what makes someone an influencer. Most people assume we’re talking about YouTubers and Instagrammers—people with big social media audiences, who brands want to pay to talk about their products and services online.


That’s a good starting point, but it is incomplete.


The broader definition of an influencer is anyone who has influence over another person. In a marketing context, that means anyone who might sway your decision to purchase a product or service. That could be someone with a big online audience, but it could also be your neighbor, an aunt or uncle, the barkeeper at your favorite watering hole, or even a couple of strangers in line at the DMV you overhear talking about their experience with a company or product.


For the social media influencer, I believe the role requires the intent to influence. But if we were to only focus on YouTubers and Instagrammers, we would be leaving out other wonderful paths to influence audiences in ways that benefit our brand. And including those is a key ingredient to Winfluence, as opposed to influence.


So for the purposes of this book, and the subsequent conversations and ideas that will come from it, my definition of an influencer is this:




—An influencer is anyone who can persuade an audience to think or act differently. —





For most of this book, you can assume we’re talking about individuals with mostly online audiences who have some degree of intent to build a bigger audience and monetize their impact by partnering with brands.


But as you will see in Chapters 3 and 4, I’ll also make a case for reframing how we think about influence and influencers altogether. So we will talk about off-line influence as well. Or even those who create influence accidentally, with no intention of persuading people to buy.


And we’ll talk about how you as a brand, business, or marketer can leverage all the different types of influencers strategically. That approach is another key ingredient that distinguishes Winfluence from influencer marketing.


HOW INFLUENCERS CAME TO BE


In the 1970s, the world was in some ways idyllic. OK, maybe the fashion trends didn’t exactly have staying power. And some ’70s music makes people cringe even today. But it was a simpler time.


Like most people in the U.S. in the 1970s, I grew up with four TV stations—ABC, CBS, NBC, and PBS—along with one or two country and pop radio stations, a local newspaper, a major daily newspaper that occasionally covered the news where I lived, and two or three magazines that my family subscribed to. Along with the local movie theater, a rare trip to the nearby larger city to see a live theatrical production, and some records or eight-track tapes, that was the extent of my media landscape.


To become a member of that media, you had to go to school and learn how to be a writer, director, producer, or editor: learning to uncover facts, corroborate them, and report them fairly. For broadcast media, you had to be licensed by the FCC. In print journalism, you had at least one, if not several, layers of editors, proofreaders, and fact checkers to make damn sure you didn’t publish something inaccurate, incendiary, or misleading.


Ethics was also a huge part of your training. You understood that “advertorials” were pushing the boundaries of right vs. wrong, and they never, never, never came from the editorial side of the building. They weren’t stories; they were ads.


Being a member of the media took time, training, and technique. And even though we didn’t call them by that name, they were influencers.


Now think of news sources we turn to today. Those TV and radio stations from the 1970s still exist, but now there are also hundreds of cable TV channels, four or five local TV stations that may or may not be affiliates of the main networks, and dozens of on-demand platforms like Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime Video, and more.


And don’t forget online video platforms like YouTube, Facebook Watch, and IGTV!


You also have a multitude of local radio stations, satellite radio, and hundreds of podcasts from which to choose. Then there are social networks, where content from all those news sources (and more) is shared. Some people rely solely on Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, or Snapchat to get their friend-filtered “news” of the day.


Many news media outlets have corresponding websites that function just like newspapers, magazines, TV, or radio stations on the internet. Then there are more than 31 million blogs out there that often pose as news sites. And let’s not forget social news or news aggregator sites like Reddit and Fark.


What happened?


Social media happened. The world went from a trickle of information to a flood of biblical proportions, filling every eye and ear with news, opinions, rants, and arguments from every angle and perspective imaginable.


And this flood of floods began at the turn of the century. Yes—the 21st century.


THE GENESIS OF SOCIAL MEDIA


If your mind is still ambling lazily down that small-town road in 1975, fast-forward to 2000. Beyond the Y2K bug freaking everyone out, the turn of the century was marked by a consumer revolution in technology. There was no one big, dramatic event that sparked it. Instead, consumers insisted on a series of gradual, intentional, and methodical changes that, in aggregate, turned the media landscape upside down.


First, the internet emerged as a place to explore. After the home computing market matured in the 1980s, the 1990s introduced higher-performance machines with ever-increasing processor speed and functionality. Modems for connecting to the web became standard features.


According to U.S. Census figures, the percent of American consumers with computers in the home rose from roughly 20 percent in 1990 to half of all households in 2000. Just a year later, half of all those computers had access to the internet.


Part of the reason consumers were so attracted to this new medium was their revulsion at how marketers had turned all the other mediums into spam factories.


Think I’m wrong? Let’s look at the tea leaves of that era:


[image: image]  Cable TV networks, which went from 28 in 1980 to 79 in 1990, continued their explosive growth rate heading toward the 21st century, with 171 in existence by 1998. Several of those networks were subscription-based, like HBO and Showtime, which allowed consumers to see long-form programming without being interrupted by ads.


[image: image]  The first TiVo DVR shipped in 1999, ushering in the era of on-demand TV (no VCR needed). One of its chief appeals to consumers was the ability to skip commercials.


[image: image]  Satellite radio’s era began with the launch of Sirius’s first satellite in July 2000. Future merger partner XM launched its first satellite nine months later. The promise both services first sold to consumers: no commercial interruptions in their music.


[image: image]  Most major web browsers added the ability to block pop-up ads in the early 2000s.


[image: image]  The Do Not Call Implementation Act, which established the National Do Not Call Registry, was passed by the U.S. Congress in 2003 to protect consumers from annoying and unwanted phone calls from telemarketers.


[image: image]  That same year, Congress also passed the CAN-SPAM Act, an attempt to protect consumer email inboxes from the same type of intrusion.


It’s kind of obvious, isn’t it? Is there any other brief span in history during which so many innovations centered on stopping marketing? By the way, do you know what SPAM means, at least in the official regulatory record of the U.S. government? Brace yourself.


“CAN-SPAM” stands for Controlling the Assault of Non-Solicited Pornography and Marketing. There we are, standing beside pornographers as the repugnant cretins of the consumer’s world.
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