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Holly has written the definitive strategic marketing manifesto. She has shared the scar tissue you get only by living and breathing the ups and downs of building a business and has described those lessons in a straightforward, digestible, and fun read. As one who has reviewed thousands of business plans and hundreds of board plans, Holly nailed it. You must keep your eye on the horizon lest you go off course, but you better pay maniacal attention to the details that are driving to that horizon. Holly’s sage advice acts as a rudder and should be absorbed by every B2B CEO trying to balance their ship.


TED SCHLEIN


Former managing partner, Kleiner Perkins Founder partner, Ballistic Ventures




Rollo’s advice is a lifeline for those preparing for a major transaction or going through a pivot. If you’re ready to turbocharge your software business and find hidden value, Power of Surge is an indispensable guide.


DAVID LANG


Partner, KKR




Refreshing and powerful. Rollo’s insights about how to use strategic marketing as a value driver are helpful and impactful. She not only diagnoses root causes hindering results but also offers actionable remedies that CEOs can put to work immediately. The framework she lays out in this book can help companies set themselves up for long-term success.


BETTY HUNG


Managing director, Vista Equity Partners




Holly Rollo’s new book is a must-read for any investor or CEO in the B2B software space. Her decades of marketing leadership success at important companies have given her the ideal perspective for crafting a tight, actionable framework for creating a competitive advantage. All of this is combined with a highly accessible narrative style. What is not to like?


SEKSOM SURIYAPA


Partner, Upfront Ventures




Today more so than ever, a B2B software CEO needs the skill to navigate sudden and unexpected changes in the business climate. Power of Surge offers actionable insights to leverage marketing as a source of strategic advantage and maximize the value of a business at exit. It is very clearly a practitioner’s rendition and presents this advice in a refreshingly relatable and compelling way. It’s a great addition to any CEO’s bookshelf!


ROHIT GHAI


CEO, RSA




What a wonderful opportunity for CEOs to learn the uncensored truth about marketing in our uncertain roller coaster of a world. Holly Rollo generously shares her relentlessly practical, no-holds-barred experience as a CMO. She reveals how small businesses can avoid fumbling their fortune, achieve better results, and become resilient by capitalizing on how marketing really works.


KATHLEEN SCHAUB


Marketing management strategist Former IDC CMO advisory practice leader
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IN THE EVER-EVOLVING and fast-paced B2B software industry, CEOs need to not only survive its storms, but also harness its intensity to drive increasingly ambitious outcomes. The need for more strategic, customer-centric execution is critical because companies no longer have the luxury to experiment and evaluate results—they must anticipate conditions and make brave decisions. Knowing how to best leverage marketing to drive strategic outcomes can seem elusive, especially as compared to product development and sales execution, which have well understood frameworks and playbooks. Strategic marketing is arguably the biggest untapped opportunity and remains largely uncharted territory for most organizations.

I have known and worked with Holly Rollo for over a decade and am grateful that with this book she is bringing her deep expertise to a broader audience. I am lucky to have worked side by side with her, watching her implement the principles she lays out in this book and the powerful outcomes they can drive.

Small to midsize B2B software CEOs and investors continue to struggle with the CMO problem and the impact strategic marketing can drive across the entire go-to-market (GTM) motion. It’s not always clear how to best achieve aggressive growth targets using today’s digital-first models. Facing bigger competitors with bigger budgets requires new paradigms, a unified strategy, and more modern methods that only a fraction of companies have figured out how to do well. Having been in the trenches with Holly Rollo, I have experienced her deep and intimate understanding of these challenges which she has now crafted into this transformative guide that promises to help CEOs get the results they deserve and the ROI they expect.

As a friend and colleague of the author, I have had the privilege of witnessing the passion, dedication, and effort poured into defining a practical guide for how to get results in Power of Surge: Five Ways to Transform Your B2B Software Business and Unleash Hidden Value. Her approach is a combination of proven best practices, new insights, and decades of transformational leadership experience in the B2B software industry.

This isn’t your typical business book with generic advice; it’s full of concrete specifications that help you make actionable decisions today. Written by a seasoned strategist who has faced the same headwinds at B2B software companies of all sizes, she provides a framework that you can apply to match your unique situation whether your goal is to scale, transform, turnaround, or position yourself for a future transaction. This book delves into the dangerous embedded assumptions that are holding you back, how to get alignment across sales, marketing, product, and customer success, and how to drive accountability and execution across the customer experience. Power of Surge empowers CEOs, founders, and investors to finally address their biggest GTM disconnects and rewrite their destinies.

This book should be used as navigational aid for companies who are racing to win, looking to not just adapt but surge ahead. The central premise is that if you are a B2B software company operating today, facing financial headwinds and the possibility of acquisition are practical certainties. However, depending on your unique business situation, you can design a strategy to use these conditions to your advantage.

The digital-first era demands not just adaptability but a sound marketing strategy that keeps pace with the rapid technological advances and dynamic shifts in buyer behavior. Random, tactical marketing programs are likened to sailing blindly through this digital landscape—they can do more harm than good. This book emphasizes that, while the past taught us valuable lessons, doing things the same way we are accustomed to is holding us back and we must reprioritize customer experience, digital modernization, and strategic positioning. Companies that embrace these priorities not only weather tough times better but also become more attractive to potential acquisition targets.

B2B technology buyers are emerging as techsumers with generational expectations for engagement that changes when, where, and how they consume information. Organizations  that differentiate themselves based on customer experience and align their operations with the customer journey statistically enjoy higher success rates so designing for this is key. In addition, strategic positioning is not just a marketing afterthought; it directly influences adoption, conversion rates, and, consequently, growth and market share, so it must be a business imperative at the onset.

In this book, a new definition of B2B marketing is proposed—one that recognizes the expectation of always-on digital engagement in our connected world. The customer journey is explored as no longer linear but interconnected and complex, disrupting traditional GTM models and sales motions. This paradigm shift necessitates a fresh perspective on marketing and its role in driving business value in radical unity with sales and customer success.

Using a sailing analogy, the central question posed is whether businesses are merely cruising or racing. For those aiming for the latter, the book introduces the five Power of Surge Principles: Strategy, Unity, Reputation, Gains, and Efficiency (SURGE). Each principle is not just a theoretical concept but a practical, actionable step toward transformative success.

The book culminates by addressing the importance of smart investing, sound leadership, and avoiding organizational decisions that seem like good ideas on the surface but over time can lead you astray. It offers insights into deciding what marketing programs to invest in, the foundational importance of digital stacks and always-on activities, and the critical role of a great CMO in achieving success. It concludes with additional advice from other seasoned executives across the industry.

I can attest to the authenticity of Holly’s insights and the practicality of the solutions presented in this book. This is not a detached observer pontificating; this is a fellow traveler sharing lessons learned the hard way from being on many journeys with companies of all sizes. Power of Surge is a strategic companion for CEOs, founders, and investors alike. It provides a roadmap to not only stay afloat but to surge ahead, leveraging the transformative principles of SURGE to unlock hidden value and achieve sustained success in the digital-first era.

May your voyage be filled with discoveries, may your business soar to new heights, and may the hidden value within your organization emerge as a force to be reckoned with.

NILOOFAR RAZI HOWE

Senior operating partner, Energy Impact Partners; technology executive; entrepreneur; investor; board member
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THIS BOOK WOULD NOT have been possible without the resilience and determination of the women in technology with whom I have had the pleasure to work with over the last thirty-plus years. Your courage to be gracefully disruptive has pushed me through my darkest moments of self-doubt and hesitation. To these extraordinary women, as well as all the allies who advocate for our interests, I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude for boldly striving to advance this industry every single day.
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WHEN I FIRST started sailing, I mostly tried not to die.

I started by gleefully hopping on boats and acting like I’d been there before, but at one point I realized that with only two people on the boat, if someone else fell off, it was curtains for both of us. I hauled my brain begrudgingly inside a classroom to conquer the basics of sail theory and navigation. Then, under supervision, I confronted the moody conditions of the San Francisco Bay and tussled with the soggy blob of fog that appears out of nowhere and makes oncoming cargo ships deadly. After a few years of barely avoiding bashing my brains in with the boom doing accidental jibes, my instructors finally awarded me the coveted silver sticker that gave me the authority to skipper on my own—then fled the docks before I asked them to join me as crew.

Years into it I was improving, but I felt like an impostor because up to that point, I hadn’t done a proper offshore passage other than a three-day stint off the coast and carefree bareboat charter trips in the British Virgin Islands and Belize. I wanted to do true blue-water sailing before I called myself a sailor. So I secured a position as crew on a boat sailing from Key West to Bermuda, which is roughly the distance between Los Angeles and Dallas over eight to eleven days, depending on the conditions. I wanted to see what I was made of, and this trip did not disappoint. We sailed nonstop day and night through an equipment failure, lightning storms, and a medical situation with one of our crew, and we pounded upwind for days at a twenty-degree heel, which meant we got clobbered by the boat every time we went to use the bathroom. Also, I had to manage an annoying tickle in the back of my head reminding me that I volunteered to put myself on a boat in the Bermuda Triangle.

There were magical moments too. Embracing the night sky each evening was truly a religious experience, aside from one day in a storm. This was a bit more chilling in more ways than one. We sailed through miles of fields of Portuguese men-of-war and were visited by joyful dolphins. At one point we stopped our boat and plunged into water a mile deep. Minutes later, after rambunctiously giggling about it back on board, we saw what we thought was a shark swim past that was at least half the size of our boat. None of us spoke a word for the next hour.

Since then my husband and I have embraced the goal of a multiyear circumnavigation and have spent years enjoying the wonder of the ocean’s alien sea life. We have also witnessed the fury of Poseidon amassing his posse to prove who is in charge. As you might imagine, one forms a unique relationship with weather systems, wind conditions, and the behavior of coastal waters and delights in the mesmerizing and ever-changing shape of the water. Sometimes it’s smooth and enchanting as the wind practices pirouettes above it. Sometimes it’s violent and threatens to take no quarter—a reminder that having a healthy fear of the ocean’s power helps keep us humble and using its conditions to seek an advantage can help keep us safe.

One season we were attempting to make it from the northern side of France on the Atlantic, crossing the notorious Bay of Biscay around and through the Gibraltar Strait, across the Med, under the southern boot of Italy, and into the Adriatic Sea to Montenegro. We had a limited time to get there before my visa expired, but because we puttered around early on with lingering boat projects, we got a late start leaving. While eating authentic Sicilian pizza, an unexpected storm started to develop in the area. We found ourselves in a situation where we had just a couple of days left on our visa and an unpredictable storm system forcing our hand.

If we stayed, we risked getting caught in the southern Italian immigration and legal system. (This was during the pandemic, so the immigration policies were confusing, even for the people trying to enforce them.) If we left, we risked challenging conditions and only had a brief window to decide. We decided to go for the Adriatic crossing and tucked into the safety of the bay in Montenegro just in time to secure ourselves from the forty-mile-per-hour winds that came within just thirty minutes of docking. Had we spent any more time deciding, debating, or hesitating, we would have had a very bad situation on our hands. Indecision would  only have made it much worse and would have limited our options altogether.

I’ve come to believe two things about sailing: Being a true master seaman/woman would take many lifetimes; you simply can’t know everything and prepare for everything. After that it’s a vicious mental rivalry between fear and courage happening between your ears. My initial mindset was to sail with caution to protect my existence, but now I understand  there is danger in operating this way. It leads you to overthink and second-guess yourself, leaving you paralyzed when you need to be decisive and mentally clinging to the dock with your attention in entirely the wrong direction. Half measures never produce a good sailing day, and challenging conditions are a gift that pushes you to either dig deep or find a way to use them to your advantage. After proper preparation, you need to go with gusto toward your next destination, where success welcomes you to shore with a pink lei and a sparkling lemonade. Truly, the best way to sail—the way that delivers the most rewarding and safe experience—is with purpose and moxie. But that shift in mindset takes work.

As my husband and I sailed together over the years in our coveted spare time, I was also deep into my professional career, helping lead B2B software companies through various flavors of business transformation. What I’ve observed is that there are marked parallels between sailing and achieving successful business outcomes in this crazy industry, and your approach and mindset will define your outcome before you even cast off. More importantly, you can take advantage of conditions in which others are busy just trying to survive and achieve results that others wouldn’t dare to imagine.

This is where the Power of Surge comes to life in a business context. It happens when you face a challenging situation and find ways to use it to your advantage by combining the perfect blend of intensity, speed, and approach to create a powerful and often underestimated force that demands attention, makes a statement, and doesn’t ask for forgiveness.

The legendary waves of Nazaré, Portugal, have a unique surge that the rarest of souls try to conquer. It is notorious for having monstrously high and wild breaking waves due to its deep underwater canyon that affects the currents and surrounding sea state. It is in this powerful place that Garrett McNamara surfed a seventy-eight-foot wave and set a world record, which Sebastian Steudtner broke later—an eighty-six-foot tower, to prove that extreme conditions can lead to extreme outcomes. It takes courage to ride a surge like that. And in the context of business, it takes those with the willingness to embrace the Power of Surge to achieve what others can’t even imagine.

Surge: [s∂rj] verb, to move suddenly or powerfully upward or forward

It is not only possible to use conditions to create unimaginable results; it is also possible to create conditions that generate a surge to get specific outcomes. I’ve spent years refining the Power of Surge using strategic, modern marketing methods to drive growth, scale, and transformation that have also led to many transactions, and here are the basic elements:

By taking a strategic approach to modern marketing, you can massively increase the value of your company, either over the long haul or leading up to a transaction. In this book I will outline five ways you can get a strategic, competitive advantage starting today. Using these proven, practical approaches, you can increase the value of your business and tap into the potential hidden right in plain sight.

Many of the ideas shared in this book will show how to create the Power of Surge so it’s there precisely when you need it. However, to execute a surge-worthy strategy, you need to conquer your mindset and ask yourself if you are simply trying to survive, clinging to old beliefs and paradigms, or if you are ready to dig deep to create a much bigger opportunity for yourself and your company.

If you are ready, let’s do this!
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ARE YOU A CEO or senior executive at a small to midsize business-to-business (B2B) software company that wants to grow but questions the value you are getting from your current marketing program? Perhaps you have already had a couple of false starts at it, and you are wondering whether you need a new chief marketing officer (CMO) or a new marketing model altogether.

Here are five possible reasons your current marketing program isn’t living up to your expectations:

1.You are expecting modern results but are executing against old paradigms.

2.You hired a head of marketing whose skills are a mismatch for what you need.

3.You have trust and alignment gaps with your CMO on what should be done.

4.You have a strategy problem.

5.All of the above.

The good news is that these things are solvable and directly within your control. In this book, I’m going to break it all down and cover how you got here, what needs to change, and what you can do next. You will finish with a path forward that will help you surge past your competition, achieve the upsides you are looking for, and unleash hidden potential for you and your investors that may be sitting right under your nose. With the right insights and best practices, you can grow, turn around, or transform your company and get the impact from marketing that you want within the time horizon your investors expect.

Whether you are in your early stages and just getting started, striving for scale and hypergrowth, or are running a company in distress, strategic marketing is critical to your success. With the speed, scope, and scale of the customerled digital experience, it’s more important than ever to be deliberate and precise about how you leverage marketing in this hypercompetitive, overcrowded, and ever-changing B2B software space. Also, because you are constantly looking for ways to fund new innovations while adequately managing cash flow, you need to be confident your marketing spend will deliver the best return on investment (ROI) for the business.

Today’s modern marketing is a complex system based on a rapidly evolving and monumentally fragmented web of technology and capabilities that has taken on a life of its own. It is highly operational and data-driven, requires discipline to map your solution to the customer’s deepest needs and desires at precisely the right time, and requires a bespoke formula of art, science, strategy, and talent to get right. Understanding all the modern methods and tools is arduous, with thousands of new technologies, complex data privacy regulations, rapidly evolving AI algorithms, cybersecurity and integration implications, news cycles that last hours instead of days, and buyers with the online attention spans of hummingbirds.

Intuitively, you may already sense that your company could be doing a better job at marketing, but no matter what experience, degrees, or technical credentials you have as a CEO, a founder, or an investor, it would be a stretch to expect you to have a deep understanding of what it now takes to deliver a strategic marketing program with impact. Marketing has fundamentally changed from what it used to be, and staying current is a challenge for those of us who do it for a living. So while your intuition is probably right about the problem, you will need more than that to solve it.

Because of the competitive pressures, economics, and nature of how marketing has evolved, I can also state with confidence that most B2B software CEOs and investors grossly underestimate the impact marketing can have in driving higher value, higher multiples, and higher personal success. A stellar modern marketing program has the power to completely alter your trajectory if you can properly put it to work and get results you may not have begun to imagine.

The B2B software industry has enjoyed some incredible success stories involving companies that seem to have shot to stardom overnight, and they are as glorious as they are rare. This industry is intensely transactional and frothy, with only a tiny percentage of software companies making it to the coveted market leadership quadrant. Everyone else will spend years trying to achieve their full potential, enjoy the adventure of getting bought or sold, or turn into zombies at a painfully slow rate.

I’ve worked at and consulted with many companies, from start-ups to multinational corporations and everything in between, so let me share an all too familiar story:


Company X’s journey has been a roller coaster of hits and misses trying to get the product right. It was either not the right market fit, not the right use case, or not the right market timing. Finally, because of either organic development or a clever acquisition, the new version of the product was ready, and everyone was banking that it would propel the company to its next stage of growth. The team believed in it with unwavering faith, but despite the best efforts of the sales team, they struggled to get people’s attention and drive momentum. Desperate to turn the tide, they hired even more salespeople, but old or nonexistent market perceptions kept getting in the way.

The sales team found themselves explaining and educating prospects endlessly, with no early funnel to cultivate or fall back on. Every quarter was a grind. Quotas were missed, salespeople started quitting, and investors grew restless, demanding to see results.

So what was the answer?

Better marketing—because that would fix everything! Except there was no foundation in place; no clear view of customer and prospect behavior; outdated or nonexistent technology to reach a digital-first audience, which should have been addressed years earlier; and a lot of half-built bridges from stop-and-go activities of the past.

They decided to hire a new CMO, who came in and managed the conflicting opinions about what should be done, scrambled to build a high-performance team, and implemented a modern tech stack. Yet progress was slow, not because of budget but because of friction. They couldn’t make changes fast enough because of the colossal difference of opinion about what good marketing looked like and how to get there. Expectations varied from all sides, lines of accountability and authority were muddy, and legacy perceptions about marketing methods of the past clouded the CMO’s ability to progress in modernizing for scale and speed.

Despite their best efforts to make progress, conversations kept going in circles back to the immediate needs of the present quarter, which stalled major decisions to drive the changes necessary to break the logjam. No one could agree on where to direct marketing investments.

All of this unfolded quickly after years spent evolving the product strategy and even transforming the sales model. Given the current trajectory, with cloud economics and growing customer acquisition cost (CAC), it would now take more money and time for them to deliver the return that investors expected. Regret settled in as the executives all realized they had waited too long to prioritize marketing and weren’t fully confident in the path forward, which by now had become convoluted and contentious.

Now the stakes are high, and forecasts are softening. The CMO, once determined and focused, is frustrated and resentful. The CEO is aggravated, the board is disappointed, and investors are baffled.

While this is a tragedy, it is completely avoidable!



Scenarios like this play out all the time. But they don’t have to.

Unfortunately, marketing is where all the silos, blind spots, dangerous assumptions, and unintended consequences collide in this dizzying digital world we are all functioning (or not) in. On this hyperintelligent, intensely competitive super-highway, marketing is the roadkill when business fundamentals are askew. While modern marketing has been the fastest-evolving area, it has the lowest level of shared understanding among executives, investors, and boards for how it actually works. Today’s marketing function is rife with misconceptions, competing priorities, misaligned stakeholders, a bubbly talent pool, and a sea of technologies without the budget or luxury of time for incoherent or convoluted mandates.

Small and midsize software companies are competing with bigger companies with bigger budgets, and today’s progressive CEOs yearn for a more aggressive marketing posture that can match the new pace of evolving buyer expectations. Yet they can’t get faster outcomes by applying legacy methods that worked beautifully … a decade ago. To be competitive means applying strategic marketing earlier and more assertively than in years past, but this can’t be done if there is no alignment on what success looks like and what’s required to get there.

Why I Wrote This Book

After more than thirty years in B2B technology specializing in major transformations and transactional moments—including turnarounds, hypergrowth, carve-outs, and pre- or post-equity transactions—I’ve been through a lot of ups and downs and have seen business plans work brilliantly, fail miserably, and even succeed miserably with varying degrees of human suffering.

This book puts three decades of learnings into a framework so you can walk away with a clear playbook for getting the marketing your company deserves. It focuses on solving marketing issues that you uniquely face because, all things being equal, I believe this is where the greatest competitive advantage exists for you. If you could get the strategic marketing right, your imagination isn’t big enough for what awaits on the other side—I promise you!

Over the years, I have seen many of the same problems reemerge precisely because there wasn’t a shared understanding of the root cause of the problems and how to avoid them, so history keeps repeating itself for those of us who have been around long enough. As an industry we need to stop cutting corners and debating proven methods and get on with the business of progress. As such, in some areas I will go a bit deeper to unpack the root cause of some of the biggest problem areas, and I encourage you to fight the urge to skip to the punch line. Understanding how you got there helps you understand what to really fix instead of chasing red herrings that lead to the wrong outcomes.

If you are a founder, a CEO, or an investor in a small to midsize B2B software-based company, this book is for you. Every software company is unique, of course, so not every example in this book will apply to everyone. However, this book is for you if your company delivers products or solutions in the following ways: software as a service (SaaS), platform as a service (PaaS), infrastructure as a service (IaaS), serverless computing, managed service provider (MSP), virtual desktop infrastructure (VDI), containers as a service (CaaS), integration platform as a service (iPaaS), Hybrid SaaS/on prem, open source, freemium, crowdsourcing, ad supported, or tech enabled.

If you are in B2B software segments such as cybersecurity/access/risk management, business applications, integration/orchestration, business intelligence, artificial intelligence (AI), project management, storage/backup/recovery, collaboration/communication, fintech, martech, sales tech, customer experience, e-commerce, content management, human resources, etc., you will gain valuable insights.

Simply, if you sell software to businesses versus consumers, this book is for you.

This book provides a roadmap that drives ruthless focus and swift execution. What it isn’t is a detailed, deep dive into the specialized functions within marketing, such as how to execute account-based marketing (ABM) or how to use search engine optimization (SEO) better. There are other books for that. What I will cover is how to approach marketing strategically from here on out so everything you do after that has both a bigger impact and a higher ROI.

Before we continue, I’m making you the following promises:

•The advice I’m giving you is based on proven methods that are practical, immediately actionable, and risk-free.

•You will walk away with a prescriptive approach on how to use marketing to unlock hidden value for your company that investors will care about, particularly if a transaction is in your future.

•You will finish this book with a clear idea of what a marketing strategy looks like and what you can expect from a modern marketing engine.

•You will have a clearer idea of what kind of CMO you need and how to keep them.

•You will know what situations and dangerous assumptions to avoid.

•You will gain insights and perspectives from legendary marketing and GTM leaders across the B2B industry in addition to my own, so you know what I'm sharing isn't just one person’s experience and opinion.

Soon, with the hypergrowth of the software industry and countless software companies emerging, there will be countless software CMOs! A secondary aim of this book is directed at the next generation of software marketing leaders in their quest for glory. By fixing the many disconnects outlined in the book, my desire is to make their jobs just a tiny bit easier.
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UNICORNS. Everyone wants to create a company that becomes a blockbuster brand in the proverbial hot minute. You know the ones. They fly over the chasm with zeal, straight into the coveted leadership quadrant. These newly established leaders do the impossible, surviving hypergrowth and the toils of scale. Now these companies, which exist as lasting brands and are too big to buy, are busy defending their position and customer base from competitors coming at them from all sides.


Depending on what sources you read, there are roughly a thousand tech unicorns standing worldwide each year. These companies boast an average valuation of $3 to $4 billion with eager investors salivating for that coveted acquisition or a $10 billion initial public offering (IPO). If the past is any indicator, only a handful will ever make it there.


And then there’s everybody else.


The rest of the industry lives in the Valley of Transactions, where deals are inevitable, as it’s often more appealing for investors to sell than to go public, because of either the timing of payout or the actual percentage of return. For others, the path is much more complex, and for the companies that linger, growth and scale are the right ideas, but the path can be, let’s say, elaborate. Some companies go on an acquisition spree of their own, go public, go private, and then get bought themselves.


FireEye is a great example of a company that enjoyed the full experience of what the Valley of Transactions has to offer. FireEye was founded in 2004, and in 2013 it acquired Mandiant for $1 billion and went public, raising $304 million from the offering. The company’s stock price surged on the first day of trading, making it one of the most successful IPOs of the year with a valuation of $2.3 billion. Over the course of a handful of years, they made various acquisitions, including nPulse, iSIGHT, X15, Respond Software, and Cloudvisory, adding up to over $600 million in acquisitions. In 2021, FireEye was split out and sold to a private equity (PE) firm, Symphony Technology Group, for $1.2 billion. With the split, Mandiant reemerged as a stand-alone company. A year later Symphony Technology Group merged FireEye with McAfee and renamed the combined entity Trellix.


Then one year after that, in September 2022, Google acquired Mandiant for $5.4 billion, a decent outcome for Mandiant in the end. FireEye/Mandiant was a company in the right place at the right time as the cybersecurity industry popped off, and in addition to a bunch of people making money, the bonus gift was that everyone involved got to experience the full range of human emotions, I’m sure.


For some companies such a saga can be an exciting linear adventure. For others it can be full of unexpected plot twists. Goals can get intricate, and focus can go asunder as shares trade hands or as various executives take the helm in search of new ways to achieve progress, deliver on customer commitments, and drive value for investors. As if that wasn’t hard enough, things get gnarly when economics shift since the technology industry is highly sensitive to downturns due to pressures on discretionary spending and dependencies on a dynamic global economy.


The Valley of Transactions was born exclusively on the premise of exploring innovation, and it evolved over decades mostly on the backs of willpower, optimism, and luck. By luck I mean that in some of the segments, companies could make money simply by being open for business, which created an industry full of loose habits and shiny objects. So while innovation and good timing lead to rapid growth and excitement for many, as an industry we didn’t get to fully practice being sustainable, profitable, adaptable, and resilient. Instead, we became highly competent at being impulsive, reactive, and hopeful, and we also came to believe that growth was a strategy. More on this later.


In this business, there can be a lot of mania for many reasons that might include binging on opportunities in every direction, trying to rebound competitive moves, endless firefighting within the customer base, and making fast deals or executing creative financing to make the numbers all work out. It can be easy for strategic lethargy to set in, and long-term planning can fall overboard without anyone ever missing it. This can become the default operating rhythm, and the company can get lulled into believing they are playing the long game when, really, they aren’t doing that at all. Some companies want to win long term, and they talk about it a lot, but they are operating simply to survive the next quarter or fiscal year. With all eyes on the quarter or the close of the year, tough choices can be kicked down the road that may otherwise create a meaningful competitive advantage when the world gets wonky.


In good times growth can happen without a business strategy, and problems can be solved by throwing people at them. The fixation on the short term may work for a while, but it stops working when times get tight and can turn into a rash effort to spread cuts and layoffs across the company to protect EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amortization). This can inadvertently trigger a series of events that cause a contraction that now needs a rescue and recovery mission.


The good news is that while the technology industry is sensitive to downturns, it can also play a vital role in driving economic recovery if vendors take advantage of opportunities presented in those times. Modernization initiatives in these cycles often become catalysts for growth, as many businesses seek deeper efficiencies and unity. Yet it is ironic that many B2B software companies that serve these businesses remain strategically clumsy and operationally shortsighted while at the same time evangelizing how their technology supports long-term success for customers by creating efficiencies, alignment, and productivity—since that’s the fundamental nature of what software does! But I digress.


Having a thoughtfully curated business strategy helps you focus on what matters most, grow quickly when times are good, and continue to prosper when others struggle. It allows you to position yourself to surge out of a downturn to your intended destination, not simply react to a bad storm.


We have seen this play out historically. Those that pursue intergalactic world domination in earnest make a deliberate decision to do so over time and have a prevailing strategy for how to get there. I’m referring to those tech founder-CEOs that everyone either wants to emulate or loves to hate. However, they share common attributes that include having a bold vision, an unwavering passion, an extreme commitment, and a maniacal focus that also meant they burned a lot of boats that would otherwise be used to fling them off course. But just as a reminder, they represent the 1 or 2 percent of companies that ever make it to this scale and are typically led by some of the most bold, ambitious, and sometimes stubborn founder-CEOs of our time.


This industry is more unpredictable than ever with more start-ups, more advanced innovation, and more complex global dynamics, so we should expect much more volatility on the horizon. A solid strategy can withstand gale-force winds and anticipates the probability of a transaction, which happens much more often than it doesn’t. In times of unpredictability, organizations with solid business strategies will have a better chance of delivering earnest value creation, perhaps in addition to, but not exclusive to, investor returns.


Wait … what does all this have to do with marketing?


The fundamental premise of this book is that you can’t use marketing strategically if you don’t have a business strategy that suits your situation and the conditions ahead of you. You can’t have phenomenal marketing if you are just doing tactics and activities that are random and one-off; you won’t get the multiplier effect with any meaningful impact. So if you want to use marketing to instigate more dramatic value creation, you must be willing to use it as a strategic function, which first requires you to have a business strategy for it to anchor to.
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Being Strategically Rudderless Means You Are Adrift


Many companies I’ve worked with stress that growth is their strategy. Growth is not a strategy; it’s an outcome.


What I’ve seen time and again is that companies set the financial plan based on assumptions of the previous year or quarter and sprinkle in some risk and some growth aspirations, and this becomes the baseline financial plan. Puts and takes go here and there, and out pops the annual budget, which becomes the plan of record (which is a spreadsheet, not a plan). In truth, growth is just how many nautical miles you do in a day toward your destination—it is not your destination. It’s like rowing feverishly around with your buddies in circles, trying to convince them you are getting somewhere and having fun. I know you and your investors want to see growth because it’s a measure of momentum and predictability. It’s proof that whatever you’re doing is working, but it doesn’t demonstrate long-term sustainability and value. It could just as easily be evidence of luck.


The common mindset among executives is to show investors top-line growth as quickly as possible. The belief is that this will provide more options for how to exit the business down the road. The challenge with this thinking is that no small or midsize B2B business is ever able to grow at all costs. You need a North Star and a logical path to get there.
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