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Introduction

			
To the Leaders Reading This Book

			Odds are, you picked up this book because you are a leader.

			Even if you’re a team of one, you’re a leader because you set the standard every day and then challenge yourself to surpass it. You’re always looking for ways to improve, push past the status quo, and blend out from the competition.

			Yet most people don’t know how great you are.

			You have so much to offer! You’re skilled at what you do, you know how much you can accomplish, and you are superior to your competition in several ways. Despite this, people aren’t beating down your door to do business with you. Maybe your competitors are even getting more clients than you, not because they’re better but because they’re better known.

			Of course, recognition has nothing to do with capability. But if a celebrity moved in down the street and opened up shop in your industry, they would almost instantly have more customers than you. Why? Because people know who they are.

			Now imagine if people recognized you instantly, not just because of your name but also because they know how great you are at what you do.

			This is your chance to accomplish just that. People need to know what you’re capable of, and this book will teach you how to capture the interest you deserve.

			As a leader, it is your responsibility to find the edge and push past it. You are not your competition. You are not the same cliche value prop, same exhausting imagery, same unimaginative jargon.

			You are bold.

			You are unique.

			And you are memorable.

			And everything about your company needs to reflect that. Because no one goes out to find a financial advisor to work with that is just like everyone else. Rather, your ideal clients should be flocking to you, not just because they recognize you and remember who you are but because they trust you. You are the first company, the first person they call when they need your services, and they trust you because of what your brand represents.

			This is how you become successful, not just for a year or two but for a lifetime.

			This is how you blend out.

			In this book, we’ll talk about how to go beyond just “being recognizable” and show you how to stand for something, to instantly trigger a reaction that makes you memorable. And the good news is that you don’t have to be world famous to accomplish this. The same thing can be accomplished on a smaller scale within your community or niche.

			That said, this is not a book for people who are looking for quick hacks or marketing tricks. It takes a concerted effort to capture mindshare and persistent reinforcement to maintain it. While tactics evolve over time, the core principles of blending out never expire. Regardless of the business you’re in or the types of customers you want to attract, the first principles you’ll learn in this book will help you maximize the effectiveness of your marketing efforts and grow your business.

			This Applies to You

			If you’re thinking that this subject matter doesn’t apply to you because you only run a small business, that’s categorically untrue. The ability to blend out applies just as much to small businesses as it does to, say, the Disney brand. You don’t have to be as prolific as Mickey Mouse, you just need to create enough interest in your brand so that the right people will want to dig deeper.

			Consider an example that illustrates this type of brand positioning well: Red Bull, the energy drink company. We see it everywhere high-energy sports are consumed—blazed across the sides of race cars, at snowboarding competitions, flashing across the screen at wrestling arenas. The reason you see Red Bull sponsoring these types of events speaks to the very heart of what it means to blend out for your specific audience.

			Red Bull was created in 1976 by an enterprising young Taiwanese pharmacist, Chaleo Yoovidhya, who saw an opportunity to improve on an energy-boosting drink popular with lower class Thai workers. He named the bittersweet mixture of caffeine, taurine, vitamin B, and other ingredients “Krating Daeng”—roughly translated as “Red Bull”—and designed a spirited label of primary blues, reds, and yellows that championed the popular rural Taiwanese sport of bullfighting.

			Krating Daeng quickly became an icon with the Thai working class. However, it wasn’t until Austrian marketer Dietrich Mateschitz came across the tonic in 1984 that Krating Daeng got its wings. Partnering with Chaleo, Mateschitz changed the name to its English translation of Red Bull, carbonated the tonic, and changed the packaging from a sulfur-yellow glass medicine bottle to the tall silver can we recognize today.

			The real magic, however, came from his marketing approach. Mateschitz began to tie Red Bull to every popular adrenaline-boosting sport out there, from rugby to break dancing to mountain biking and everything in between. He did this because he knew something very important about blending out: that the immediate emotional tie to heart-pumping, edge-of-your-seat adventure was exactly what people needed to think about every time they saw that yellow sun rising behind two battle-driven red bulls.

			Today, the Red Bull website has a running tally of how many Red Bull cans have sold around the world in the past year. For 2019, it was 7.5 billion, a number that has made Chaleo’s family immensely wealthy and Mateschitz one of the top one hundred most wealthy people in the world.

			Now let’s bring this back home. You’re not Red Bull. You probably don’t want to be Red Bull, but we can learn a lot from Red Bull’s approach and apply it to our own marketing and branding efforts.

			People don’t buy Red Bull for the taste. They buy it for what it represents. It is the embodiment of high-octane energy, the wings that give flight to the dull monotony of the everyday. We see that bold label, and the emotional reaction we feel is as real as a head butt from one of those bulls—we know without really thinking about it that this drink will be the boost we need to make it through an extra-long workday or get wired for a late-night party.

			That’s how this ties to you and your business. It doesn’t matter how big your company is. What’s important is the emotional reaction that your name evokes. And to stir up that reaction, you need to show up where those emotional connections are being built.
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			Let’s take a completely different type of example that is about as far away from energy drinks as it can possibly be—financial services. Where would a financial advisor who is looking to create an emotional connection with a target audience of wealthy clients turn? To answer this question, they would have to look at where their ideal clients are showing up and then take steps to connect their brand to the lifestyle of those individuals.

			Do they support charities? Sign up to sponsor or volunteer at philanthropic events. Would they enjoy test-driving exotic sports cars? Host a test-driving event. Do they love art? Have a mixer at a gallery. Do they drink fine wine? Hire a sommelier and host a tasting. What challenges are they facing with money? Produce content promoting your expertise around these topics. The list goes on.

			Of course, this is only the beginning, where awareness starts. It’s just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to creating permanent recognition of your brand, but like the iceberg, it’s also the most visible part.

			Never Underestimate the Power of Getting Noticed

			We don’t acknowledge most of what goes on around us. It simply blends into the background. The sound of your HVAC system running, for instance—the rumble of traffic outside or the slow drift of a sunspot on the wall as the day goes by—these are all things you probably weren’t paying attention to until just now.

			If we’re ignoring such immediate influences (How is that seat cushion feeling, by the way? Or the fabric of your shirt against your skin?), then finding a way for your company to stand out against the noise is going to take some effort.

			Let’s consider a simple human example on how we make this happen—again, without really thinking about it.

			Your perfect life partner could be sitting two chairs down from you at a restaurant or bar, but you’ll never know that because there’s nothing remarkable about them. They look, act, and talk like everyone else around them, and in not being remarkable, they simply blend into the noise.

			So what do we do? We dress up when we go out. We put on that sharp suit that makes people do a double take or wear a shade of lipstick that draws the eye. We do things to catch people’s attention because that’s where it all starts.

			Yet at the same time, we’re afraid to break the status quo.

			A little flash here and there is okay, but are we willing to take it a step further? Would you wear a bright green suit that gets everyone talking? Or put on that drop-dead yellow dress that stops people in their tracks?

			Maybe not, because we’re worried about drawing too much attention. We think it’s going to undermine our credibility, so we tone it down and do our best to blend in.

			This is especially true when we’re first starting out in business. We have all the degrees, training, and licenses but not an inkling about how to run an independent company. So what do we do? We look at what other businesses are doing in our space, and we copy them. Maybe we do something a little flashy like use square business cards instead of rectangular ones. But we don’t try to push too hard on convention. Why? Because it’s safe. If it works for a big firm in your industry, why shouldn’t it work for you?

			For instance, if you’ve spent any time around the world of finance, you probably recognize this in a heartbeat:
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			Maybe not the name, but you definitely recognize that font. It’s called Trajan Pro, and for more than two decades, it’s been the number-one font choice for attorneys and a favorite of CPAs and financial advisors because it looks professional all around and just about everyone else is using it.

			It’s an easy, unassuming choice, and yet, if you’re trying to help one of these companies stand out, it’s exhausting.

			There have been times when I’ve gone back and forth on a logo design with a client, and the design just isn’t clicking with them. I ask for details, but they just can’t put their finger on why. Then, after months of this, my design team will finally throw up their hands and simply switch out the font for Trajan Pro.

			It works every time.

			Sameness is a primitive desire. If everything is recognizable, familiar, unchanged, then there’s no threat. If you take the same route for a jog every morning and nothing happens, eventually your ears and eyes go off high alert and you relax into the activity. But when something breaks the norm—say you hear a rustle in the bushes—then in an instant, your defenses are up. Your heart races, and you take immediate notice of your surroundings.

			There’s an air conditioning company in my hometown that figured this out a few years ago. They noticed that all their competitors were doing the same thing: their logos were half red, half blue, often with fire on one side and a snowflake on the other—obvious symbols of hot and cold. What did they do? They bought a giant billboard off the main thoroughfare and put a woman’s bare leg on it. The bold lettering beside it read, “Your wife is hot,” with the subtext “Better get your AC fixed,” followed by their website and phone number.

			In the entire metropolitan Jacksonville area, you would never notice an air conditioning service ad, but everyone notices that sign.

			The comfort of sameness is why attorneys go on using eggshell cardstock with Trajan Pro font, CPAs use a sedate blue and silver theme on their client folders, and advisors work the outlines of lighthouses into their logos. Yet it’s only by snapping out of that status quo that we create awareness and get people talking. And it’s only when we’re motivated by that awareness that we have a chance to engage with our audience and move a little closer to a relationship.

			The Perfect Trifecta of Awareness

			Boldness, uniqueness, and memorability. Each stage of awareness builds on the one before it, drawing attention, then inspiring curiosity, and, if done right, creating a memorable connection.

			Boldness is primary, as it relies on nothing else—it’s simply about standing out. It’s the white space effect, the single black page with tiny white letters in a magazine full of text and stock-similar ads. Like a ripe red berry in a thicket, it’s that one thing that captures your attention.

			Uniqueness takes boldness a bit deeper. Once noticed, uniqueness creates curiosity. Like spying that red berry, the thing you noticed is different, and you want to find out why and how it’s different.

			Yet as unique as something may be, it can also be forgettable. It takes an emotional response to make it memorable. And if you can make that happen, then you create a permanent home in your audiences’ minds.

			The Rest of the Iceberg

			Dipping below the waterline of awareness, we get our first glimpse of the true long-term effort it takes to establish, grow, and maintain a memorable brand. Beyond initial awareness, you have to stir up enough interest so that your ideal clients want to dig deeper, and every step of the way, you have to be there to engage and reinforce your value, showing up again and again in the right ways and at the right times. Eventually, you reach the point where people relate to you and your brand because it means something to them. They love what you stand for, and they’re proud to associate themselves with you. They will wear your logo with pride on a windbreaker or hat, and they will talk about you to other people. You build a community around this, making yourself and your business a fixture that has the sort of brand equity that consistently attracts more like-minded people.

			That’s what this book is going to teach. Not how to stand out because of some standard-shattering innovation limited to the world’s brightest minds but because you figured out how to show up in the right way for the right people, in such a way that the trust they put in you is constantly reinforced. And that is the goal—to fight every day to be better than you were the day before, always growing, always improving, always blending out.

			
Chapter 1

			
Make Yourself 
Impossible to Ignore

			If you hold your thumbnail about a foot or two in front of your face and focus on it, you’ll notice that everything around it goes blurry. This is because the area in our field of vision that can focus sharply is only about two degrees. Although we can see a wider area, everything outside of about a half an inch remains blurred.

			This functionality is actually quite miraculous! Without consciously deciding on it, our brains automatically clean up the signals coming in, and not just randomly, either, but in a goal-directed way that helps us focus on what’s immediately important to us, filtering out the nonessential.

			This understanding is vital to effective marketing.

			Some years ago, Stabilo, the largest manufacturer of highlighter pens in the world, launched an ad campaign that not only won international awards but also went viral overnight to an unimagined degree.

			Perhaps you remember it. The theme of the campaign was “Highlight the Remarkable,” and each advertisement featured an old black-and-white photograph—some were quickly recognizable, such as President Woodrow Wilson throwing the first pitch at a ballgame; others were a little more obscure, including one featuring several gentlemen sitting down to an outdoor lunch, and another showing a control room filled with white-shirted men in matching black ties.

			The top third of each ad was left intentionally white, empty but for a bold, high-definition Stabilo highlighter descending from the top of the page, tracing a line of bright yellow ink that ended on an otherwise unnoticed character in the picture’s background. A small caption just to the side of the bold yellow mark then explained exactly who that remarkable woman was.

			Behind the picnicking good ol’ boys and almost cut out of the picture: “Lise Meitner. Discoverer of nuclear fission whose male partner was awarded with the Nobel Prize.”

			Buried in the back of a crowded control room: “Katherine Johnson. The NASA mathematician responsible for the calculations resulting in Apollo 11’s safe return to earth.”

			Behind President Wilson: “Edith Wilson. The First Lady who assumed her husband’s presidential responsibilities after he was paralyzed by a stroke.”

			It was brilliant, simple, and, most importantly, bold. If you were turning the pages of a magazine, this ad would make you stop. The single bright yellow color popping off the monochrome page would immediately grab your attention, as would the empty white space. The fact that one seemingly unimportant person was the focus of that bright line would then pique your curiosity, as would the caption, left intentionally small so that you had to stop and read it as opposed to catching the gist as you flipped by.

			Bold. Unique. And certainly memorable; this ad campaign was a perfect embodiment of what it means to capture awareness.

			But you don’t have to be a multimillion-dollar international company to have the same impact on your audience.

			In the course of helping thousands of advisors with their marketing campaigns, one of the first steps I’ve historically taken is to assess their current marketing to find out what they’re doing, what is and isn’t working, and where they can most effectively spend their money.

			While helping one firm with headquarters in a small Louisiana town, we decided to start our day with breakfast at the local diner. It was everything you’d expect in a hometown favorite: red faux-leather bench seats, wood-patterned linoleum, heavy white mugs filled with coffee the color of tea, and paper placemats covered in local advertisements.

			As we sat down at the table, my eyes immediately went to the placemat. Every ad looked just like the one next to it—logo, followed by some tiny text and a phone number, maybe a website, all in the same one-tone print. In this case, the diner did all their printing in a tepid pea green.

			I looked up at the client sitting across from me.

			“Do you guys advertise in this?” I asked, holding the mat up.

			“Yeah,” one of the partners replied, picking the paper out of my hand and scanning it. A couple of seconds later he pointed to a spot about halfway down the left column, “We’re right here.”

			I focused on their ad.

			“Have you ever gotten a call from this?”

			“No. Never.”

			Of course they hadn’t. They were the ones who designed, approved, and paid for the ad, and yet they still couldn’t quickly pick it out from the jumble of sameness on the placemat.

			But that didn’t mean they needed to stop their placemat advertising. Considering their local audience, they were right to advertise at the most popular diner in town, on a piece of paper that every single diner received and at least gave a casual glance to while waiting for the weekday special. What they needed was to be different. They needed to break the status quo and blend out.

			We didn’t have much to work with: one color and the same ad space as everyone else. But we knew where we had to begin.

			The new ad was as bold as we could make it: solid pea-green fill with a single white sentence in the middle asking “Are you losing money? Find out” followed by the web address to a landing page that let visitors request a free tax-savings analysis.

			What happened next surprised the firm.

			Diners were now sitting down at the restaurant, glancing at the placemat, and instead of drifting by their ad, they actually stopped. They’d pull out their smartphones, type in the site, and lo and behold, the client started getting leads.

			We made their ad “bold” in the truest sense of the word: that solid monochrome block stuck out like a sore thumb, and diners couldn’t help but be drawn to it.
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			Are You Bold Enough?

			How do you know if your brand is bold enough?

			Take a few minutes to track down the logos of your major competitors and cram them all on the same page together. Then put your logo in there.

			Glance quickly at the page. Do you see your logo immediately? Does it immediately jump out or does it blend right in with all your competitors, sticking out as boldly as a polar bear in a snowstorm?

			When companies fail at being bold, it’s almost always because they’re afraid. They’re worried that people won’t hire them because they did or said something a little too edgy, a little too colorful, and they wouldn’t be taken seriously. When one is new to an industry, that concern is even more poignant, so we try to offset inexperience by mimicking those who are experienced. In doing so, we choose the safest path, sticking with the same boring, bland, vanilla content, checking the box on marketing, and continue to wonder why we aren’t seeing more prospect traffic.

			That’s the main reason we wound up with a red sea monster as our mascot.

			Like most of you reading this book, our market is pretty commoditized. It seems like everyone is trying to start a marketing company these days, and every one of them is showing up at the same trade shows and conferences we’re going to. Early on, however, we realized that the vast majority of our competitors had several things in common.

			For one, they all had the same general inclination to use highly literal words to describe themselves.

			
					Suite

					Marketing

					Consultants

					Software

					Agency

			

			They also seemed to like the same colors. Green—because money—and blue, because of the old color theory belief that blue means “trust.” They were also inclined to craft their logos with a suggestion of upward movement, such as letters scaling up or arrows or mountain peaks. For a creative industry, it was surprising how little creativity there was among them.

			Looking at this sea of blue mountains and green arrows, we knew we had to stand out, so we came up with the most bold, unique, and memorable name we could. It had to be curiosity evoking and fun to say, even if it made no immediate sense to people seeing it for the first time. That’s how we wound up with Snappy Kraken and our little red kraken wearing sunglasses.

			As soon as we set up our booth at our first industry event, people started walking up and asking who we were and what we did. They had to know. We evoked so much curiosity, and it was because you couldn’t miss us in the blue-green sea of upward mobility. In fact, I think we’re still the only company in our space to have an animal mascot in our logo.

			When Someone Tells You It’s Dumb, IT’S PROBABLY RIGHT

			Another part of being bold is being polarizing. If everyone thinks your idea is right, it’s probably wrong. Take vanilla—just about everyone likes it, from infants to the elderly, from east to west and in both hemispheres. It’s also the pejorative word we use to describe blandness.

			I knew our company name was right when some people told me it was dumb. If they just liked it and didn’t question it, then they wouldn’t stop to ask about it. It had to stand out, and to do that, it had to make people scratch their heads and wonder why.

			One could say the same about Apple or Starbucks. What do those names have to do with their products? If you ask the company founders, absolutely nothing. According to an old interview of Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, the name “Apple” occurred to them during a drive down Highway 85 in Silicon Valley, and neither could think of a better name. “Also remember that I worked at Atari,” Jobs added. “And it got us ahead of ‘Atari’ in the phonebook.”1 As for Starbucks, the iconic name was chosen mainly because their brand consultant thought that words starting with “ST” were bold and powerful.2

			It’s almost certain that people told these founders that their company names were dumb early on. But they were different. Years down the road, that exact concept was central to one of Apple’s most well-known marketing campaigns: “Think Different.”

			In the financial world, consider how millennial financial advisor Douglas A. Boneparth markets his firm, Bone Fide Wealth, LLC. One of Investopedia’s top ten most influential financial advisors in 2018, 2019, and 2020, everything about Boneparth’s company is geared toward the younger generation of investors. Instead of listing his accomplishments, Boneparth links to his “street cred” as part of his bio. The company name is clearly a celebration of his unique surname and the logo is a testament to how much he loves his hair, an iconic, sideburn-sporting pompadour. I’m not kidding—his company logo is a hair line. Look it up if you don’t believe me. Some would argue that it’s ridiculous and narcissistic, but you can’t forget it once you see it. And with an office in the heart of downtown NYC and regular appearances on CNBC, his branding is clearly working for him.

			Simple Stands Out

			To be bold, one must also be simple.

			Restaurant chain Chipotle did this remarkably well in an ad that went viral almost overnight. Breaking convention right off the bat with a two-minute run time, the campaign “Back to the Start” was done in a Claymation-like style and followed the story of a farmer who suddenly realized how industrialized his farm had become and decided to go back to the start, tearing down the processing plants and returning to tree-studded, sun-drenched, sustainable farmland. No words were visible or spoken, and the only sound was of Willie Nelson singing a cover of Coldplay’s “The Scientist” throughout. The only written words came at the very end, on a little wooden signpost: “Food with Integrity” with “Chipotle.com” at the bottom.

			The ad received audience-wide applause in theaters and, when played during one of the Grammy’s commercial breaks, received almost more recognition than the awards event.3

			Simple stands out.

			Remember that question in the introduction when we thought about the sounds you were filtering out a few minutes ago or the feeling of your clothes against your skin? At any given time, we filter out sensory input like this so that we can focus on those few things that are important to us in the moment.

			That filter is where the challenge lies. With so much sensory input being filtered through selective attention, a message must not only pique the interest of more than one sense to garner some attention, but it also has to be remarkably simple—so simple that it can be grasped with the slightest glance.4

			Take the reimagining of Old Spice.

			For decades, the product lingered on the dusty bottom shelves of supermarket aisles, picked up by the occasional eighty-year-old who remembered when his father used to wear the same scent.

			It wasn’t until Old Spice’s advertising was turned over to marketing firm Wieden+Kennedy that the tired old brand took a lathery dip in the fountain of youth, and the concepts of simple and bold became the brand’s calling cards.

			Known for its landscape-shifting campaigns for companies such as Nike (“Just Do It”), ESPN (“This Is SportsCenter”), and Chrysler (“Imported from Detroit”), Wieden took a remarkably simple yet brilliant approach to the staid scent’s rebranding.

			Starting with the brand’s body wash, Wieden leaned on the company’s extensive research, which revealed that 60 percent of body wash sold in the United States was purchased by women. Rather than ply the male market, the firm hired an Adonis-looking ex-NFL football player, gave him the “centaurian” body of a stallion, and poured every tongue-in-cheek sexual innuendo they could pack into the brief script. With the tagline “The man your man could smell like,” the ad was impossible to miss. It was both hilarious and sexual and absurd and brilliantly youthful.

			Within months, dusty, old Old Spice was dominating the men’s body wash market like no brand in that product category ever had.

			Wieden then took the concept a step further and created a YouTube channel for the ad featuring 180 Q&A spots, all just as humorous and campy as the original ad, and earned 5.9 million followers within a week. Traffic to the Old Spice website increased by 300 percent in no time, and it wasn’t long before the YouTube channel became the number-one most-viewed sponsored channel in the world.

			Simple.

			A sexy centaur spouting sexual innuendo is very hard to miss. There’s so much sensory input going on in that ad, your brain can’t help but notice it, at least for a moment.

			That’s not to say that a mythological creature will work for everyone, or that starting a YouTube channel will rocket you to success. That may be oversimplifying it. Instead, what we should take away from Old Spice’s example is the importance of boldness and simplicity combined with a deep understanding of the needs, desires, and inner workings of their intended clientele.

			Another thing to remember about the Old Spice campaign—in targeting a younger, hipper audience, they likely turned off a large percentage of their former clientele. And that’s a quality of boldness that we need to be comfortable with—or at least accept.

			To be bold—to stand out in a sea of sameness—you’re going to ruffle some feathers. In fact, if you’re not knocking a feather or two loose, you’re not doing it right. It means you’re blending into the background where the only way you’re going to get noticed is if someone spills their coffee on your placemat ad and they notice your logo while mopping it up—and maybe not even then.
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