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Introduction

The Rise of

the Connected Generation




I had one foot planted in the established marketplace and the other in the new consumer playground before I realized that something big was happening. As a marketing and research specialist by day, I work with top companies across the nation to help them build more compelling brands.

On weekends and weeknights, our home becomes the adult equivalent of the neighborhood Kool-Aid house, filled with college students and twenty- or thirtysomethings watching football games, making dinner, and sitting around the outdoor fire pit (my husband and I have informally mentored groups of twentysomethings for years, and we love having people over to our home). My client work didn’t seem to indicate that the marketplace was dramatically shifting, but the conversations I was having with my student interns and our large network of young friends clearly indicated that something was afoot.

Cassie told me that University of Oregon students were obsessed with a new online community called Facebook, which had quickly become the procrastination tool of choice. She e-mailed me her pass code and I got a wide-eyed glimpse behind the college curtain.

Josh, a talented singer-songwriter, was not just dreaming of a music career anymore. He had built a personal page on MySpace.com and quickly landed two experienced music promoters who were already booking regional concerts on his behalf.

Nearly a dozen of my young friends skipped the traditional summer internship routine and left for overseas service projects that included working in orphanages, rebuilding tsunami-devastated homes, and helping in other areas of need. I had never seen so many people acting on their hunger to give back.

Then Kalen and Rachel went skydiving, Brook bungee jumped in New Zealand, and our friend Dave’s thirty-eighth birthday party was an adrenaline-filled adaptation of The Amazing Race. Everyone seemed eager for a little adventure.

Even popular media was shifting and reinventing itself. Friends and colleagues started blogging to express their opinions and build their businesses. While wandering among the bookstore shelves one afternoon, I discovered a new magazine that explored popular culture through a spiritual lens.

During one of my weekly regrouping sessions at my favorite coffee shop, I began scribbling on a napkin. Iced Americano in hand, I started to put the pieces together. What emerged were ten major cravings that are driving this Connected Generation of twenty- and thirtysomethings and reshaping the marketplace into a veritable playground for consumers.

My curiosity piqued, I began searching for more examples of this new market—a place where people were embracing technology, creativity, and their own power with a childlike zeal. Suddenly, the cravings that I had outlined on my coffee shop napkin were apparent all around me. I made a list of companies, large and small, that have hit a nerve and tapped into these powerful desires.

I spent the next year talking to the owners and marketers leading these maverick brands, the people who love them, and sometimes even their critics. Smart and savvy, the minds behind these fascinating organizations had great insights to share. They were also hungry for the big picture. Many were aware that they held one piece of a much bigger puzzle and they, like me, were eager for a bird’s-eye view of how the market has shifted, creating massive opportunities for quick-witted newcomers and leaving many established companies, and even whole industries, scratching their heads.

Working systematically with Cheri Hanson—a leading journalist and content strategist—I unpacked the new marketplace. We developed consumer profiles, built a detailed understanding of the ten market cravings, and learned a great deal from the brands that are leading the way. The patterns emerged quickly and clearly. Brands that attract loyal customers from Generations X and Y are not just lucky. These organizations are instinctively following an innovative set of guideposts that inform their products, services, and market strategies. While it’s certainly not formulaic, there is a clear market code.

The New Consumer Playground

Imagine for a moment that the market has always been a playground—a place where people go to buy, sell, learn, engage, share, and socialize. In the past, this playground had few toys and lots of rules. There was always someone carrying a whistle, ready to stop the fun. Corporations developed and marketed products. Consumers decided whether or not to buy them. It was hierarchical and formally structured.

Today, a new model is infusing this stagnant market with life, and in many cases creating new opportunities that no one imagined were possible. The people who sparked this revolution have developed a fresh set of criteria. When they live the five essential criteria—experience, transparency, reinvention, connection, and expression—it naturally reshapes the market, which is living, breathing, and constantly evolving. There are very few rules, and everyone is invited. The structures are loose, and anyone is free to reshape the process, launch a new category, and join the fun.

It began with some underground rumblings: Napster developed free file-sharing software; eBay offered the first online auction service; Apple put a premium on design; blog writers gained full media credentials at political conferences. These developments all sprang from individuals’ desire to create change. As these new ways of operating built momentum and gained mainstream acceptance (often raking in mammoth profits to boot), they fundamentally altered the way business is conducted. These Web sites, services, and products were the first signs of a new market language—a code that now pervades everything from health care to auto sales.

In this book, you’ll learn to crack the code of the new market. You’ll learn what drives young, connected consumers and how their unspoken code of behavior has given way to ten essential market cravings. Regardless of whether you’re a marketer, an ad exec, a student, the head of a nonprofit, or an artist, you need to understand this colossal shift. It’s critical to realize that these market changes are not just a trend. The hierarchical structure of business has collapsed, giving way to a world that, in its best form, is more honest, accepting, engaging, and fun. One era in business has ended and a new one has begun. The fire is spreading and we’re not going back.

Introducing the Connected Generation

You might be inclined to think that computer nerds or pierced-and-tattooed punk bands changed the rules, and in many ways you’d be right. But the people who dismantled the marketplace share more than age or image—they share the same worldview. They share a common DNA that crosses traditional demographics and fuels a subsequent set of cravings.

To a large extent, this worldview belongs to Generation X (1965–1979) and Generation Y (1980–1997), a powerful group collectively known as the “Connected Generation.” As a technology-fluent generation embraced cell phones, texting, and other forms of communication, a new generation of “always on” individuals emerged. For example, Business Week online posted a July 2004 article entitled “Reaching the Connected Generation.” At the same time, educators working with Gen Y began to write about effectively teaching this “Connected Generation” in articles and books. In 2006, there are an estimated 62.1 million Americans ages twenty-seven to forty-one who fall under the Gen X umbrella. Approximately 74.2 million Americans ages nine to twenty-six are known as Generation Y. For marketing purposes, at the moment Gen Y usually excludes those younger than “tweens,” that is, anyone younger than age nine (as of 2006).1

The Connected Generation covers a huge blanket of ages (nine to forty-one) and life stages (from teenagers to new moms to college students and high-powered executives). Again, what links them as the Connected Generation is their attitude—a worldview that informs their education, careers, choices, and lifestyles. This generation is radically restructuring the way we all live and behave in the market. Empowered with new tools and highly networked communities, these young consumers are not content to watch from the sidelines. They’re actively reinventing the market.

X and Y Lead the Charge

Growing up amid rapid technological growth requires learning how to multitask. It requires absorbing and integrating several forms of media every day, and knowing how to receive and process an enormous number of advertising messages.

Whether we like it or not, recent technologies have changed how our brains operate. They have altered the way today’s consumers think—not just what they buy, but how they buy, how they act and react, and which products and services they find compelling.

Technology, in other words, is reshaping the marketplace because it is reshaping consumers from the inside out. This shift has left thousands of companies scrambling to keep up. They copy what’s already out there, or they produce a bunch of one-offs that don’t work and cost a lot of money. In the end, most businesses have not been able to reach their target consumers. Businesses need to understand how to reach the multitasking, constantly upgrading customers who grew up in the Internet era—the Connected Generation.

It’s increasingly urgent for businesses to understand Generations X and Y. In five years, this group will render many traditional business and marketing practices obsolete.

Baby Boomers have a tremendous amount of cash, but the Connected Generation is radically changing the rules of engagement and setting the pace for how companies and organizations of every kind will interact with consumers.

In the next ten years, many members of Generation X will turn forty. Historically, these are the peak earning and spending years. This generation, joined by members of Gen Y, will soon be filling higher executive positions as Boomers retire, while Gen X’s smaller overall numbers will catapult even younger workers high up the promotion chain. With a higher percentage of the Connected Generation in the role of decision-makers for companies, businesses will need to focus not only on Business to Consumer principles, but on Business to Business as well. The Connected Generation is set to become corporate-level decision-makers, wielding important influence over a wide range of products and services. Moreover, they’ll be earning more than ever before, and they’ll spend their money on their kids, spouses, and aging parents, as well as themselves.

Gen Y, despite their young age, is proving to be a crucial demographic, thanks to its large numbers and proven brand loyalty. It’s the next megasized population that everyone hopes will stimulate the economy in years to come. Advertisers have also found that Gen Y’s brand choices hold great sway with the generation above them. If companies portray a younger age group in their advertisements, they also draw in Gen Xers who don’t want to be left behind.

According to a recent study published in the Harvard Business Review, this younger generation of proactive consumers now has the ability to make or break new brand-name products only a few months after they hit the market, thanks to the Internet and other connected information technologies. Today’s consumers self-organize online chat rooms, conventions, and meet-ups to celebrate their favorite products without any efforts from the companies that create them. Today’s consumers are more empowered—indeed, more powerful—than consumers past. Consumer word of mouth and loyalty have never been so crucial.

Unfortunately, this group is not easy to reach. Now that they have outgrown their favorite “young” brands (such as MTV), Gen Xers are becoming even more difficult to categorize. While a few companies are succeeding (Starbucks, Apple, Target), most are not. Generation X is fragmented because it has an antagonistic relationship with the media and with overt brand labeling. Inundated with hundreds of thousands of advertisements over the years, Gen X has been called cynical, independent minded, and difficult to reach with products, services, or forms of entertainment. As a result, Gen X has received very little attention over the past ten to fifteen years, and marketers and advertisers have made a raft of incorrect assumptions about what they want. This generation, however, pioneered today’s most widespread technologies, both at home and in the workplace (laptops, BlackBerries, cell phones, e-mail, the Internet, etc.). Marketing to them needs to be equally technologically savvy.

Generation Y, on the other hand, embraces the marketing process but presents a different yet equally important challenge—they have been studied only as teenagers, so we understand their attitudes and behaviors through a very small brand spectrum, including fashion, entertainment, and food. We still don’t know how Gen Y will interact with a range of high-end products such as real estate or insurance, and we have yet to determine or understand their adult buying behavior.

Together, the Connected Generation has grown to expect an accelerated innovation cycle of fresh, compelling, well-designed, and customized quality products, as opposed to Boomers, who get exhausted by this cycle. But these tech-savvy adventurers are simply the early adopters who alert us that something is about to happen.

The Five Essential Criteria

of the New Market Code

Before outlining the ten consumer cravings, it’s important to understand those five essential criteria (experience, transparency, reinvention, connection, and expression) that underlie each craving. With the Connected Generation, all the previous markers—age, income, location—go out the window, and instead these eighteen-to-forty-year-olds seek these five criteria in everything they do and buy. Regardless of your industry or the products or services you are selling, you should always keep these five qualities in mind.

Experience

Today’s consumers have a desire to get out there and try new activities, explore, test personal limits, and see what’s possible. Splashier examples include ESPN’s X-Games and the rising popularity of sports such as snowboarding, surfing, skim boarding, mountain biking, and rock climbing. Now the desire to feel alive and adventurous is seeping into the veins of older, less traditionally daredevil consumers. Middle-age women are taking kayaking trips into Alaska and seniors are embarking on African safaris. The company picnic means cleaning litter from the river basin or a competitive game of Frisbee golf. The push for adrenaline is reaching beyond the fringes.

Twenty- and thirtysomethings also seek specific, firsthand experience. They want to explore wine from a certain geographical region or to volunteer at the local soup kitchen instead of sending checks to faceless charities. The quest for experience could even mean something as small but satisfying as learning how to use a digital camera. There is a longing to feel alive and to shake up a stale routine. There’s also a deeper push to engage the senses. Life is often so scripted and structured that it can feel wonderful and special to cook a meal from scratch, attend a live concert, arrange fresh flowers on your desk, or sink your hands into the garden.

In the new playground, experience is currency. It’s more valuable and prized than any material belonging. Unusual experiences spark conversations and help people understand each other. They provide a vehicle for exploring passions, for developing a stronger sense of self, and for giving back to the community. The longing for experience also encompasses a desire to tell your own stories and to create your own content—to shoot the Grand Canyon footage and mix it with some favorite music instead of buying a souvenir DVD.

In their drive for experience, these people want to be able to say to themselves:


	I am actively participating (versus passively consuming). Pursuing quirky activities (some new, some retro)—dodgeball, knitting circles, make-your-own-stiletto classes, tae kwon do, boccie on the beach, Moroccan cooking, hang gliding, coaching a fantasy sports team.

	I am testing my abilities. Proving things to myself through solo international travel, NASCAR driving school, launching a business, writing a screenplay, starting a nonprofit.

	I am exploring my edges. Calling out dormant parts of my personality—confirming I’m sexy at pole-dancing lessons, declaring my courage during stand-up comedy night, learning to sing my heart out at Rock Camp, freeing my inner badass at Harley-Davidson driving school.



Transparency

Consider the new market an antispin zone. Forget about slick, forget about overpackaging, and forget about faking anything. There’s a new spirit of transparency in the air. Companies and consumers alike need to get comfortable with full disclosure. That means being accountable for choices and decisions. Everyone makes mistakes, but the key is to take responsibility, address the damage fairly, and move on.

For years, the market has functioned with a push model. It’s the idea that screaming louder will raise a message above the chaos and show people why they simply can’t live without that new product. This model is tiring and it’s broken. There’s a swelling desire for authenticity and substance. Take Martha Stewart’s triumphant emergence from prison. Whereas most people might consider a prison stint the ultimate public fall, Stewart took the opportunity to convey an air of greater self-awareness, subtlety, and kindness.

Transparency can be a tricky trait to understand. Traditional wisdom holds that you show only your good side and hide anything that’s less than camera ready. But today, people are looking for access, clarity, and authenticity. It’s okay to be flawed. What’s not okay is to pretend that you’re perfect and deny even the tiniest blemish.

According to Jackie Huba, a well-known blogger, word-of-mouth expert, and coauthor of Creating Customer Evangelists, the rise of blogging has directly paralleled this new demand for transparency. Organizations large and small are beginning to understand the need to pay attention to A-list bloggers. Yet the blogosphere has become so intricately connected that even small bloggers have major power because other, more influential bloggers will quickly pick up their compelling posts. This new tribe of online writers constantly references mainstream media and research, and links back and forth to each other. They are talking about brands and sharing their ideas and opinions. Smart companies need to listen and respond.

The new market has sharp watchdogs that work to protect the integrity and authenticity of the playground. Bullies, liars, fakes, and dictators are quickly exposed. Accountability is key, and decisions are consensual. People want the truth, and will be satisfied only when they can assert the following (even if it’s just to themselves):


	I am exposing shortcomings and half-truths. Embracing my role as a marketplace watchdog—Googling people’s history, blogging about Dell Computer Hell (and getting a full refund), driving a giant recall/refund by videotaping how to pick Kryptonite bike locks with a ballpoint pen.

	I am helping to create a new level of consumer due diligence. Writing detailed product reviews on Epinions, warning fellow travelers about which motels have cockroaches on Tripadvisor.com, filtering through the clutter and providing personal bestseller lists, offering context by hyperlinking and sourcing information, giving behind-the-scenes information.

	I am helping the community. Taking a leadership position in an online peer review community, monitoring and removing slanderous comments on Wikipedia’s online encyclopedia, sharing my links and folders on del.icio.us.



Reinvention

It’s the shift that has brought entire industries to their knees. When people can forgo the video store for a home DVD service, and download their favorite songs (both legally and illegally) at the click of a mouse, the old rules just don’t apply anymore.

There’s a rumbling hunger for what’s new, better, faster, and more efficient. When something clicks—such as buying only your favorite singles from a full album on iTunes—the new way will rule. Some might chalk up this phenomenon to a short attention span or lack of loyalty, but there’s a deeper truth. The market is now a place of constant change. Thriving brands, people, and organizations understand how to handle this lightning pace and learn to evolve with each new shift. It’s a matter of basic math. Why keep a home phone line if you’re rarely at home and unlimited cell phone coverage is cheaper? Why stand in line at the grocery store if an affordable delivery service can bring milk and eggs while the baby sleeps?

Market hierarchies have crumbled as individual people gain access to production and distribution channels. Self-publishing, for example, is a viable possibility when there’s a global market waiting online and a reader in Switzerland can download your poetry book. The new market is open to everyone, and as more smart people create fun ways to play, the possibilities grow exponentially.

If something doesn’t work, consumers will turn on a dime, 180 degrees, and do it a new way. The new market is horizontal and everyone has different needs. It’s time to embrace change and stay flexible.

Consumers want to be able to make these claims:


	I am seeing new possibilities. Noticing opportunities instead of barriers—publishing an online magazine, launching my garage band through the Internet, choosing a great indie film over a hyped Hollywood blockbuster.

	I am changing channels. Punishing pushy brands and exiting mass media—turning off the television and tuning into podcasts and playlists, skipping television ads with TiVo, buying new music I heard through a video game, making free long-distance calls over the Internet.

	I am changing the rules. Turning traditional business models inside out—modifying my favorite video game, writing a new ending to the latest installment of Harry Potter on fanfiction.net, making video ads for Converse instead of watching their versions, creating iPod accessories in my garage and selling them on CaféPress.com.



Connection

The new market runs on cooperation. It’s about people blending their talents and perspectives to improve the experience for everyone. There’s a spirit of dialogue, sharing, volunteering, and connections. The hottest sites on the Internet—such as eBay, Amazon, Match, and Craigslist—connect users to each other for many different purposes.

People also want greater connections to the market. They’re eager to interact with companies and brands, and to share their ideas. When consumers love a company, such as Apple, they often have a true desire to help them improve their products and make them even more lovable.

Information is valuable in the new market, and influence comes not from hoarding information, but from sharing it. Knowing what’s cool, how something works, what’s happening underground, or what the experts are saying has major cachet. People are coming together to rally around causes or to talk about their favorite topics. They are buying each other’s antiques, finding employees for job openings, sharing music, talking about political issues, and finding an incredible variety of ways to connect.

Connections equal power, and when groups of people gather, cultural shifts occur. Even individual connections can spark change. The community rules. It’s a place to play, to learn, to talk, to help, and always to share.

Today, we are not happy unless we can say:


	We are sharing who we are. Expressing opinions and personalities—blogging our love of Luna Bars, posting online photo albums for friends to browse, creating shopping profiles on Yub.com.

	We are sharing what we know. Joining the massive share-a-thon online—writing up Grandma’s famous cranberry sauce recipe on all recipes.com, creating a tutorial on how to build a better online dating profile, pointing people to natural remedies for common ailments.

	We are gathering. Staying close to the people we love and creating loose connections—Flickr photo sites, meeting new friends on JDate.com, rallying fellow Democrats at moveon.org, texting to create a spontaneous pillow fight in the university commons, staying in touch over the summer through facebook.com.



Expression

Anything is possible. This credo drives the new market and inspires people to sing, dance, or even diet on reality television shows. It’s a desire to customize existing items—such as adding covers, trinkets, ring tones, and screen photos to a standard-issue cell phone—and to express the layered facets of your personality.

No one minds if the results feel raw or amateur. Today, people believe that everyone has something to say, and it builds street credibility to raise your voice and to create something obscure, alive, or simply authentic. There’s a yearning to dream big—and to feel that people understand and applaud those big dreams. Talents should be revealed and quirks are endearing.

People are searching for novel ways to express themselves. Creativity is honored, but it’s not limited to traditionally “artistic” pursuits such as drawing, painting, or singing. Personal expression also emerges in small choices, such as the songs you put on your iPod or the skull-and-crossbones collar on a pet Chihuahua. It lives in activities, careers, recreational pursuits, and spirituality. The new market values self-expression and has little interest in anything standard or homogenized. Even celebrities mix their designer labels with “mass” brands such as Gap or H&M.

It’s all about expressing individuality. Each of us wants to be able to say:


	I am trying it myself. Getting more hands-on—test-driving a new career with Vocation Vacations, exercising my designer skills by trading spaces with the neighbors over the weekend, adding a new entry about Hello Kitty to Wikipedia.org.

	I am buying fun new tools and toys. Embracing all the opportunities that new technology offers—investing in a home podcast studio, creating professional-quality photos, pimping my ride, tricking out my phone.

	I am releasing my inner rebel. Exploring the edges and keeping you on your toes—teaching kindergarten by day and taking tango lessons by night, competing in Red Bull’s Flugtag contest. (Flugtag means “flying day” in German, but more important, it’s American for a bunch of creative geniuses strapping themselves to totally outrageous homemade, human-powered flying machines and launching themselves off a thirty-foot ramp into the wild blue yonder, or alternatively straight into the water.)



The Ten Consumer Cravings

The new consumer market is a living, breathing model. There is a new structure of participation that has changed the rules and reconfigured the power dynamic. The five essential criteria outlined above inform how consumers operate in the market. These criteria also point to ten specific consumer cravings that cross industries and age brackets as they drive every decision made by members of Generation X and Y:


	
Shine the spotlight: Extreme personalization gives marketing a new face.

	
Raise my pulse: Adventure takes its place as the new social currency.

	
Make loose connections: the new shape of “families” and social networks.

	
Give me brand candy: Everyday objects get sharp, delicious, intuitive design.

	
Sift through the clutter: Editors and filters gain new prominence.

	
Keep it underground: the rejection of push advertising and the rising influence of peer-to-peer networks.

	
Build it together: Connected citizens explore their creative power and influence change.

	
Bring it to life: Everyday activities are orchestrated to deliver a dramatic sense of theater.

	
Go inward: Spiritual hunger and modern media find common ground.

	
Give back: redefining volunteerism and the meaning of contribution.



Each of the following chapters outlines one of these ten market cravings. You’ll learn why these cravings have emerged, what they look like, and how to build on them. You’ll also get insider lessons from ten individuals and organizations that understand how to play the game and are attracting loyal followings.

People are wary of the hard sell and are quickly finding innovative ways to circumvent any information or stimuli that are unnecessary, inefficient, or irritating. If companies keep pushing, customers will continue to walk in the other direction.

This is not a short-term trend. Every arena will eventually be affected, including politics, nonprofits, education, insurance, travel, and beyond. Industries like technology and entertainment have already felt the shift. Others, such as finance and health care, are still surviving in the old model because they have fewer customers who have adopted the code. These values will soon spread beyond the edges and everyone will need to catch up.

It’s time to join the game.









One

Shine the Spotlight



Extreme Personalization

Gives Marketing a New Face


Chris Murphy sits down in his bedroom to open the mail. The walls are lined with ribbons, trophies, and newspaper clippings.1 The headlines say it all: Murphy has the right stuff. State’s top receiver eyes the championship. The rest of the room is your average teenage haven—an Xbox on the floor, CDs piled next to an iPod, and a stack of comic books in the corner. The pages are frayed and worn, but seventeen-year-old Chris hasn’t spent much time reading comic books in the last year. He’s been too busy with school, social life, and football. Chris is a senior and the star receiver on his high school team. He’s already tasted the thrill of state championships. Next up, college.

Several times a week, a new batch of letters arrives from schools across the nation. They all have the same goal—recruiting Chris. He tears into one crisp envelope after another: “Dear Chris,” “To Mr. Murphy.” They bear formal seals and read like textbooks. At first the attention was flattering. “They all want me?” Chris thought with amazement. Soon it became difficult to separate one school from another.

He opens an envelope from the University of Oregon in Eugene. Poised to throw the paper on the trash pile, Chris stops. It’s a partial comic book. “That’s cool,” he thinks, and starts flipping through the pages. Each frame looks professionally drawn. The only thing that sets it apart from his own stack of comic books is the black and white pages—National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) recruitment bylaws prevent all schools from sending color materials. He’s about to set it down and head out for a run when he realizes there’s something very different about this comic.

Mouth open in amazement, Chris flips back to the front cover. The whole comic book is about him. The title page reads, “The Amazing O-Men. Mild-mannered Chris Murphy or Catch-everything C. Mack? A Hero Is Born.” In the top right-hand corner is a personalized “C. Mack” logo intertwined with the Oregon O. Chris is the star of the story, which begins as he joins the Oregon Ducks and starts his collegiate football career, and each frame is drawn with a remarkable likeness to Chris himself. He methodically scans each and every page, then jumps from his bed and dashes out the door. By the end of the week, all his friends, his parents, and even his football coach have read the comic.

For the next few months, Chris eagerly awaits new installments. He receives a new section every couple weeks that takes the story just a little bit further. It’s the first envelope he opens when the mail arrives and the only college mailout he reads from top to bottom.

One week, he receives page 13.

“Here’s the snap and a quick pass to Chris Murphy.”

The next frame shows an ESPN broadcaster looking out over a packed Autzen Stadium, rising to his feet as he describes each play.

The next page is blank. A brief note tells Chris that he’ll receive the final piece when he visits the Eugene campus to check out the school in person.

Chris pulls out his duffel bag and begins packing.



College sports are big business. Money, prestige, and school reputations are all at stake, and everyone wants to snag the hottest high-school prospects. In the spring of a student’s junior year, colleges begin sending mail to potential student athletes. Most schools work with the “more-is-better” philosophy, flooding their prospects with letters and materials. The University of Oregon has taken a vastly different approach.

Back in 2002, Oregon decided to differentiate itself by combining traditional form letters with graphically rich mailers of different sizes, layouts, and formats. Their aim was to send their prospects more information of higher quality than any other school in the country. Every piece of mail was aligned with the Oregon football “brand”—an in-your-face, cutting-edge look that infuses everything from the green and yellow uniforms to the school’s state-of-the-art facilities.

In 2003, the Oregon football staff and a team of twenty sports-marketing interns launched a poster series that featured action shots of uniformed players (the face in shadow) with the recruit’s number running through the Oregon “O.” The player’s name was spelled in bold letters at the top of the poster and the bottom copy read, “The Future of Oregon Football.” The idea was to help each prospect build a relationship with Oregon by visualizing himself playing in the Ducks uniform—as if he were already part of the team.

The first posters were sent to a handful of prospects with a personal note from the Oregon coaching staff. People were thrilled. Many recruits mentioned the personalized posters to their coaches, requested extra copies, or even contacted the recruiting staff to inquire about Oregon for the first time. The posters were used to welcome prospects and their families during official school visits. Opposing coaches mentioned the posters to Oregon’s staff with considerable envy as they noticed them framed, front and center, in many living rooms during their home-recruiting visits. The posters were clearly doing their job.

It was time to step it up. With the 2004 recruiting season on the horizon, the Oregon staff challenged themselves to create a full campaign that was targeted, personal, and innovative.

Deryk Gilmore, director of player development, and his team of student interns set four key objectives for 2004:


	Organize a separate mailing campaign for individuals who receive a written offer from Oregon.

	Individualize all mail in the interest of recruits and their personalities.

	Create specific identities and logos for recruits that bond them with Oregon football.

	Strive to be innovative—constantly redefine the cutting edge.



They dubbed the campaign “Coming to Oregon,” and launched several initiatives, including the wildly successful personal comic books. Oregon football coaches also sent handwritten notes to each prospect on a weekly basis and outlined their favorite drills and training techniques in graphic postcards mailed to the prospects’ high-school coaches.

In the late stages of recruiting, coaches also brought in magazine mock-ups. They entered players’ homes with mock-up copies of sports magazines featuring the recruits on the cover wearing Oregon uniforms. Instead of showing magazines depicting former Oregon stars, the marketing team decided to help recruits visualize what a career at Oregon could produce.

Parents were included in the process, too. The team created a diploma series, which reinforced the school’s commitment to academics and to helping their sons graduate with high standing.2

The Craving: Shine the Spotlight

The Connected Generation is eager for personal recognition. They want to make a difference—or at least a splash. The marketplace is waking up to a national obsession that sees ordinary citizens make their mark, achieve celebrity, and rise to prominence. Whether it’s singing on American Idol, writing a book or blog, getting their video on Current TV, or being celebrated as the next great surfer, this generation longs to be recognized for who they are and what they bring to the party.

People are looking for their big break; they enjoy being big fish in small ponds. They feel ready to be known, and ready to have their dreams and experiences acknowledged and legitimized. Hand over the microphone and start the cameras rolling. Give them the backstage pass and the insider treatment. These folks are itching to stand out, stand up, and be celebrated with their names in lights (or print, or pixels).

In response, companies are waking up to the power of personalization and highly engaging tools that celebrate individuals’ talents and potential. Personalized license plates, stamps, and mailing labels were just baby steps. Today, a whole slew of high-end products put you smack in the center of the action. Companies large and small are getting in on the opportunity. Masterfoods has taken M&M’s color customization process one step further. The candies can now be printed with two lines of text, up to eight characters on every bite-size piece. Consumers can have their own custom-colored, personally branded treats for $9.49 for an 8 ounce bag (a plain old bag of M&M’s of the same size runs about $2.85).3

New York independent art and design catalog company Elsewares (www.elsewares.com) offers a custom six-panel comic drawn to order by artist Mark Weber, whose work has run in The New York Times, the Village Voice, Rolling Stone, and Playboy. Hand-drawn, 8x11 art on 11x14 acid-free paper, the custom comic strip is a cool $150. If books are more your thing, husband-and-wife team J. S. Fletcher and Kathy Newbern will write you into one of their romance novels. For about $50, the intended couple can relive their romance in one of eight personalized books that range from “mild” to “wild,” incorporating into the text not only you and your sweetie’s names, but also your hometowns, occupations, pet names, hair color, perfume, and so on. At Highly Flammable Toys (www.highlyflammabletoys.com) film-school grad Russ Tucker will feature you on a custom 8½x12 inch movie poster ($95, plus shipping). You can add film critic “quotes” and a list of fake credits.

En masse, customers are leaving the audience and taking the stage—ready to stand in the spotlight. Brands that tap into this powerful need with highly creative and customized efforts will get not only some great buzz, but a whole new level of loyalty and brand ownership to match.

Why We Crave the Spotlight


	
1. We’re hardwired.	It’s human nature to crave attention. We all want to be recognized and celebrated—whether it’s on the football field or in our daily lives. We want to be understood, supported, desired, and even courted. We want to feel special.




	
2. We’re burned out.	We’ve all spent years being yelled at from the television screen. We don’t want to be told anymore to buy the latest detergent or open a savings account. Consumers—especially media-savvy Generations X and Y—are cynical and extremely educated about the entire marketing process. Add in a collective obsession with celebrities, and people everywhere are longing to experience the insider treatment. They want to feel like someone really cares about their dreams and desires.




	
3. We’ve seen what’s possible.	The quest for a high profile is now entrenched in our cultural fabric. Everyone knows a handful of people who have been plucked from the ordinary and enjoyed their fifteen minutes of fame. It’s fun to watch and observe real lives, and we feel like our own days might be just as interesting. New venues such as MySpace.com and Current TV, plus podcasts, blogs, reality television, and interactive Web sites, allow us to share our unique personalities and talents with the world. These new tools have made it simple to launch us and our friends into the public eye.




	
4. There’s a sense of entitlement.	Members of the Connected Generation see the market intimately tied to their own lives. It’s a web of opportunity to explore, not a hierarchical structure to climb or conquer. “I deserve it and I’m ready for it now,” is the common attitude. This group is not looking for a slow build, and they don’t care about paying their dues.




	
5. Every industry has a celebrity culture.
	Celebrated experts are everywhere today—no matter how mini or mundane the industry. From sought-after eyebrow shaper Anastasia (one of Oprah’s favorites) to celebrity chefs who teach thousands of home cooks how to make thirty-minute meals, to plastic surgeons and dentists who orchestrate extreme makeovers, to landscapers, carpenters, and mechanics who outfit homes, yards, and cars, people have become famous for doing even the most behind-the-

scenes work with flair and personality.

	Thanks to the proliferation of new media, including a vast wilderness of television cable channels, there are a greater number of people who receive widespread recognition and global profile. Add reality and unscripted television to the mix and you have a veritable celebrity free-for-all, with has-beens getting second chances and no-namers leaping into the headlines.





	
6. People want profile in familiar formats.	Television, video, magazines—the basics still count. New media is everywhere, but people want to be where the daily interactions occur. They don’t necessarily want to win awards or fellowships; they want profile. In the past, only the wealthy got their names out there by funding a library or backing a new hospital wing. Today the options are broader and the criteria for celebrity are random, quirky, and wide open. Consider “Jared the Subway guy,” who became famous for losing weight by eating Subway sandwiches.




	
7. Youthful celebs wield major power.	Popular media are celebrating the youth culture more than ever before. The old Mickey Mouse Club has turned into a talent pool for young performers like Justin Timberlake and Christina Aguilera. With so many kids in the spotlight, children begin dreaming about their own celebrity sooner and with greater specificity. They also start preparing earlier. Kids are groomed to play college sports when they’re still in grade school, and parents, teachers, and coaches have all signed on to give their prodigies a jump start.




	
8. We see where profile can take us.	Jessica Simpson was a B-list singer living in the shadow of Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera until her MTV reality show, Newlyweds, hit the air. What followed was an amazing series of lucrative opportunities, including cosmetic and clothing lines, product endorsements, movie roles, and countless magazine covers. It’s not clear how long her star will shine, but she is a stellar example of how greater profile can open the door to financial and social prosperity. As consumers, we watch and learn.




	
9. We want promotion without the appearance of self-promotion.	There’s a fine line between self-promotion and having other people celebrate and recognize your contribution. While the Connected Generation craves the spotlight, it’s not considered cool to just shamelessly self-promote (to a point). You need other people to celebrate your talents and abilities. If one of the Oregon recruits made his own comic book, it simply wouldn’t fly. Currency comes when someone else highlights you.






By all accounts, Oregon’s integrated marketing program was a huge success. The materials and innovative strategies were just one piece of the puzzle, but they helped the coaching staff land what many called Oregon’s greatest recruiting class ever. In fact, Allen Wallace, national recruiting editor for Superprep magazine (www.superprep.com), called the coveted and talented 2004 freshman group the “surprise class of the year” and ranked Oregon’s group of recruits number 10 in the nation.4 The previous year, Oregon had ranked a mere 41 out of 117 competing schools.

Recruits consistently expressed excitement about the materials and attention they received throughout the year. Perhaps the best indicator of success was the number of recruits who assumed their superhero personas while still playing for their high-school team. Local newspaper and online articles highlighting the athletic achievements of “Bone Crusher,” “Action Jackson,” “The Dominator,” and others surfaced in hometowns across the country.

Although the Oregon marketing team was careful to work within all NCAA recruiting regulations, word spread about the incredible materials the school was sending to its prospects.5 The NCAA no longer allows Oregon to send comic books to their prospects. Although the marketing approach had approval from NCAA governing officials prior to its launch and worked within industry guidelines, competing schools were up in arms over the unfair advantage it appeared to give the team. In a nutshell, Oregon’s marketing was scary good and it got them shut down—a minor setback for a crackerjack creative team that has a habit of topping themselves each and every recruiting year.

Oregon’s recruiting campaign is an inspiring example of going over the top for a desirable inner circle. It was smart, savvy, and effective. Here are the key lessons to take away from the University of Oregon’s considerable success.

Lessons

Focus special attention on a select group of people.

Each year, the University of Oregon pays extra attention to a coveted group of about seventy top recruits. Within this group, the U of O also pursues a smaller, elite inner circle with extremely innovative and personalized tactics, and in some cases with a dedicated team of marketing interns assigned to a single athlete. As potential recruits begin committing to various schools, the prospect pool narrows and the U of O’s efforts become more focused and frequent with their final candidates.

Today, innovation comes from going to unprecedented extremes for a small, select group. It requires a major brain shift, but one that will pay serious dividends. Instead of mass marketing, extreme personalization has the potential to elevate your opportunities and turn your products and services into hot, sought-after commodities. When you go to great lengths for an inside circle, there is a powerful ripple effect that spreads buzz and significantly boosts the “cool factor” of your brand. Your more casual customers will get wind of it and want to become part of that inner circle.

Make each person feel like the center of your universe.

U of O recruits instinctively understood the time involved in creating these graphically rich, highly personalized materials and were flattered to be part of an elite group receiving extreme consideration.

Delight a small group and make them the center of attention. Think about how to make your bull’s-eye customers feel flattered and desirable. Most important, explore how your brand can actually bring their dreams to life. Lay their aspirations out in living color and show them how your brand will truly influence their lives. Dream bigger than your customers might allow themselves to dream. Shine the spotlight on them and give them service and attention usually reserved for the rich and famous. Give everyone great service or excellent products, but give your elite circle the most extraordinary treatment possible.

Concentrate on extreme personalization.

Customers today know what they want, and they don’t like to be told what they want by marketers. They like to feel understood, so it’s critical to know your prospects intimately. Learn everything you can and tailor a full program to satisfy their needs and desires. At the U of O, the recruiting department focused on an elite group who served as a testing ground for highly tailored, personalized programs. As these programs produced great results, they were often streamlined and later rolled out to a larger group (by this time the recruiters had already come up with another stellar idea for their top recruits).

Creativity is the most important currency. It doesn’t take a mammoth budget to thrill your inside circle. Explore the opportunities to create a cohesive, personalized program that will give your brand a pioneering, almost rebellious reputation. Remember, reaching more people with a generic message is no longer the goal. The straight math of big numbers doesn’t apply.


Case Study—Jones Soda

Jones Soda Company has created buzz, produced 30 percent yearly revenue growth in a flat beverage market, drawn major distribution partners such as Starbucks and Target, and brought in $30 million in annual revenue by featuring one special ingredient in its marketing—their customers.6

From labels to flavors, Jones Soda lets its customers lead the way. It all started with the Web site the company launched in 1997. It invited fans to initiate flavors (with more offbeat results, including chocolate fudge and green apple), goofy names (such as Whoop Ass and MF Grape), and bright neon colors. In fact, customers have been a constant source of ideas for this popular underground brand. Even the quirky sayings printed underneath the bottle caps (“76.4% of all statistics are meaningless”) come straight from Jones’s enthusiastic brand community.

But the biggest win for Jones Soda has been its labeling program. Jones continually changes the photographs on its bottle labels, and the majority of these forty or so photos come from customer submissions. As a result, the company receives thousands of photos daily—most of which are cute but unusable baby snapshots. These toothless models inspired a new company division called myJones, which offers twelve-packs of soda with custom-made labels and bottle caps for $34.95. The program has been available for over five years and has become a cornerstone of the brand, netting approximately twenty orders a day for the customized packs. Weddings and bar mitzvahs fuel the highest volume orders, but photos that reflect inside jokes and celebrate close friendships are also popular.



Leverage popular media.

From comic books to magazine page layouts to graphically rich postcards and mailouts, the U of O spoke to recruits through the mainstream media venues that they already knew and loved. It’s a matter of speaking the right language. High-school students don’t send much snail mail these days, so why would they respond to boring form letters with nothing but text?

As members of Generation Y, the student prospects are extremely design and media savvy. They judge the competing schools not just by their facilities and reputations, but also by whether they “get it” and would provide a cool, entertaining college experience. To catch recruits’ attention, the U of O used every form of media allowed under NCAA rules. To enhance in-home recruiting presentations, the Oregon team created a highly visual plastic map called “Coming to Oregon” (imagine the plastic game board for Twister, with cooler graphics) for Head Coach Mike Bellotti to place on the kitchen table or the living room floor when visiting parents and athletes.

The U of O understood the subliminal power of helping recruits to see themselves in a U of O uniform before making a formal commitment. The U.S. Army has also used this same technique with a successful video game.


Case Study—The U.S. Army

The U.S. Army spends $2.5 million a year on its recruiting “advergame,” called America’s Army. In 2004, 3.7 million people logged on to track down terrorists or rescue POWs in realistic simulations. The magic of the game is how potential recruits can zero in on specific interests, such as parachuting or working as a medic. It also gives players greater confidence about the challenges and situations they might encounter while on duty. The army says the game has helped it reach recruitment targets in 2004, despite a highly polarized political climate.7



Keep delighting them with fresh surprises.

While other programs began to recycle their sales pitches for home visits, Oregon’s coaching staff consistently brought new presentation materials to every meeting. They never assumed that the status quo was sufficient and went to great lengths to woo their top prospects. And the marketing team’s efforts did not go unnoticed. By keeping the process fresh and interesting, they made the recruits feel worthy—worth the time, money, and creativity it took to secure a firm commitment. It’s a lot like dating. Who seems like a better catch—the suitor who arrives late and empty-handed or the one who spells your name in candles on your doorstep?

Personalize and amplify.

Heroes take on an amplified version of their everyday identities. Clark Kent is Superman. Michael Jordan is Air Jordan. Their nicknames and logos identify them as larger-than-life personas. The U of O marketing team wanted to suggest to recruits that by signing with Oregon, they too could become larger than life. By giving each recruit a nickname and an individual logo tailored to that nickname as well as to their playing style, they branded each one a superhero.

In keeping with the school’s aggressive, cutting-edge reputation, billboards depicting Oregon players have appeared all over the nation. Even before the school rolled out its full “Coming to Oregon” recruiting campaign, they launched a billboard tradition in 2001 with the Joey Harrington–Heisman campaign, which featured an 80x100-foot-high billboard of Harrington in New York City’s Times Square from early June to mid-September. The poster was a photo of Harrington in his number 3 uniform with the tagline, “Joey Heisman, Oregon Football.” Harrington’s last name was crossed out and replaced with “Heisman” to build East Coast support for Harrington as a Heisman Trophy nominee. The billboards have now become integrated into the student-recruiting campaign. During official visits, each potential player sees a computer-generated image of a fully branded billboard of himself in a location tailored to his interests.


Case Study—Imatoy.com

Imatoy.com is a small Web site with a contagious idea. Owner Tobias Conan Trost creates handcrafted superhero figures for his customers’ best friends, bosses, brothers, husbands, wives, or coworkers. Using highly personalized creations, Imatoy builds an alter ego and superpowers for a person based on his/her interests, quirky personality traits, and personal likeness. The character is then fashioned into a 5- or 6-inch, one-of-a-kind piece of pop art that is placed in an acrylic display case and sealed in a blister pack. The figures cannot be removed from the packaging and are for display only. The back of the package has a personalized origin story that explains how each character got his or her powers and describes who they are.8



Know your game plan.

Let’s revisit Oregon’s 2004 marketing objectives:


	Organize a separate mailing campaign for individuals who have received a written offer from Oregon.

	Individualize all mail in the interest of our recruits and their personalities.

	Create specific identities and logos for recruits that bond them with Oregon football.

	Strive to be innovative—constantly redefine cutting edge.9




The marketing team launched its campaign with clear, well-defined goals. There were no hazy ideals such as “attract more recruits” or “target top players.” The team took the time to develop a specific game plan, which also worked as a filter for all recruiting activities. Did a new idea fit the objectives? If the answer was yes, the team threw themselves into the activity and made it a success. If the answer was no, the idea was shelved.

Use rules and boundaries to spur creativity.

Deryk Gilmore, director of player development, and his team of interns learned to love rules, which is a good thing, because the NCAA has a complex maze of recruitment bylaws that all colleges must uphold. But instead of feeling hemmed in by the regulations, the Oregon marketing team used rules to spur its creativity. The boundaries inspired them to find new solutions and fresh angles.

For example, NCAA bylaws prevent colleges from sending materials over a certain size. No problem. The marketing team turned one personalized poster into a puzzle. Prospects received the poster in pieces and assembled the large images of themselves decked out in Ducks uniforms. The puzzles prevented the recruiting team from breaking national regulations, but they also made the school look innovative. Rather than trashing the Oregon mailout, prospects and their families would quickly assemble the puzzle in order to see the full poster.10

Create materials worth keeping and sharing.

Only the most important, inspiring pieces of our lives end up in scrapbooks and frames. The odd letter might make the cut, but you can bet that every top Oregon recruit still has that comic book, and that by now, it’s dog-eared. Even if you hit the big time and become familiar with press and praise (à la Joey Harrington), a personalized comic book, poster, or billboard represents the seed of a major dream. The custom-tailored materials put each player in the center of the action and created a vision for their future in football. They were keepers.

Oregon knew that memorable, permanent promotional materials would take their name further than a drab form letter. When you create cool personalized marketing materials that people want to keep and share with their friends and families, it elevates your brand and creates a powerful buzz.


Case Study—DNA Artwork

Canadian company DNA 11 creates high-end abstract artwork from their customers’ DNA strands. The company captures genetic “fingerprints” using a saliva sample and transforms it into an artistic representation of an individual’s life code. The DNA is stained with a fluorescent dye and illuminated by UV light, which glows and gives off a fluorescent signal. A special camera captures the image, which is then digitally enhanced, cropped, and color adjusted. Introductory prices range from US$390 to $790, depending on the size of the artwork. “Family” pictures may never look the same again.



Dream big.

Everyone has secret dreams. Whether they’re modest or wildly ambitious, there’s a special corner in our mind that has quietly envisioned an Academy Award on the mantle or scoring the goal that wins the World Cup. Oregon’s recruiting campaign grasped prospects’ secret fantasies (playing a starring role on their college team, joining the NFL, becoming a sports superstar) and spun them into graphic realities. They played the ultimate scenario out on the page and dreamed bigger and more outrageously than the students may have allowed themselves to dream.

While it may look like mere fantasy, there’s a powerful message behind the comic books, billboards, and posters: This could be you. Lofty ambitions are a key element of the Oregon brand. It’s one thing to dream about winning the Fiesta Bowl for your team; it’s quite another to see it played out in your own comic book. The personalized materials conveyed unshakable confidence in the recruits and gave them a tangible sense of possibility.


Case Study—ESPN Dream Job

ESPN understands that its loyal audience doesn’t just want tickets to the Final Four; they want a chance to step into the shoes of their favorite broadcasters and sit at the SportsCenter desk as the newest on-air talent. A talent search competition show similar to Donald Trump’s The Apprentice, Dream Job films aspiring sportscasters as they compete for a yearlong position as an ESPN SportsCenter anchor. Sports fans with dreams of going on air or calling play-by-play on ESPN get a chance to follow in the footsteps of the original Dream Job winner, Mike Hall, who made his SportsCenter debut in July 2005, during the second and third editions of the series. The series performed well for the network, premiering to 1.1 million viewers and maintaining an average of over a million viewers during its six-episode run, despite airing in a highly competitive Sunday evening time slot.11



Write your elite group into the story.

Stories affect us on an unconscious level. The U of O could have made slick promotional materials about their team, but they chose instead to tell stories that would resonate with their top prospects. Each comic book was tailored for the individual player, but there were powerful mythologies at work in each and every one: saving the day, realizing your potential, achieving greatness through courage and bravery, coming through for the team in the moment of need. The recruiting materials were more than just cool; they spun potentially boring information into an emotionally compelling story and made the player the star, the hero, the protagonist of the tale. Oregon struck a critical nerve by writing the hero myth that their recruits were already eager to experience.


Case Study—Sony EyeToy

EyeToy (a digital camera for PlayStation2) superimposes video-game graphics onto a player’s image and translates movements into on-screen action, giving anyone the ability to become a central character. In the twelve available EyeToy games, the player is at the center of the game and controls the action by moving his or her body in front of the camera.

For example, in a game where the object is to beat back invading hordes of kung-fu fighters who attack from four corners of the screen, players must move their hands (or elbows, head, or hips, etc.) to connect with the fighters on-screen and slap them away. EyeToy is so intuitive that most users will be able to play in a matter of seconds. Watching someone play EyeToy is entertaining because it provides an on-screen mix of live action and animation, similar to the 1988 Robert Zemeckis film Who Framed Roger Rabbit. Off-screen, players’ movements look determined yet comical.



Don’t stop short.

Members of the Oregon marketing team could have high-fived each other for their killer posters and called it a day. Instead, they kept the momentum going and developed the full “Coming to Oregon” program, which included puzzles, handwritten notes, coaching tips, comic books, home visit maps, and more. This cohesive program sealed the school’s reputation as an innovator.

Manage timing and emotions.

Oregon’s recruiting campaign would begin slowly with each player and rise to a well-planned crescendo—the campus visit. The team expertly built anticipation and linked its campaign with key events. (The final installment of the comic book was available only to those who chose to make a campus visit.) They knew when to push and when to back off. They also knew that the best time to intersect with people is when they’re hungry for information and understanding. If a player is ready to check out the school and visualize an academic career on the campus, then it’s time to pull out all the stops.

The team also leveraged the positive aspects of peer pressure to sway their most desirable prospects. Instead of organizing solo school visits, Oregon invited recruits in carefully considered groups. Some of the players had already committed to Oregon, and after spending a week bonding and touring with their potential teammates, they would naturally want to convince their new friends to sign up with the Ducks. Even recruits who were still on the fence had a clear sense of who they might be training and playing alongside during their four years at Oregon.

Understand what deeply moves your target.

Oregon took market research to new heights. Coaches gave the interns a list of their top picks and the students gathered interviews, quotes, and chat sessions from recruiting Web sites, along with newspaper articles from around the country and underground buzz on each high-school prospect.

The interns then created detailed bio sheets for each recruit, which outlined everything from nicknames to interests to vital statistics. These sheets also explored the players’ decision-making processes. Often, the key to recruiting athletes lay in understanding their criteria for evaluating a school, their key influencers and decision makers, as well as their personalities and interests. Once they had all available information, the Oregon interns worked with the coaching staff to create a profile for each recruit. This enabled them to decide how to most effectively market the school to each prospect.

The team took the campaign another step further by targeting every stakeholder in the decision-making process, including the prospect’s parents and high-school coaches. They created strategies to make each person feel valued, pursued, and special. Parents were courted with special mailings and assured that Oregon had the right academic environment and was the ideal place for their kids to excel at both sports and school. The coaches were supplied with information and valuable tools, and given fact sheets that answered any potential questions about the Oregon athletic experience.

The U of O’s recruiting team spent hundreds of hours researching an elite pool of desired athletes. They didn’t target all high-school football players or make assumptions about student athletes in general. Instead, they honed in on their top picks and used every available resource to understand each player’s intimate hopes, dreams, and concerns. The program was innovative, but it also relied on underpaid and volunteer labor from student interns.

Workbook

Get Started


	
1. Begin by breaking your customers into tiers.	You could even come up with names for each level, or divide them into rounds like an NFL draft. Your top tier should consist of the alpha influencers—people who are (or will be) passionate about your brand and feel a strong sense of personal ownership. These highly influential customers are worth more than every other customer in your market. Develop criteria for top-tier membership and figure out who should be in your inner circle.




	
2. Think about what rewards and incentives you can offer to your top tier.	Don’t limit yourself to products or discounts. You could provide full access to inside information or resources, create special events with limited invitations, ask for feedback on early product designs, and much, much more. At some colleges, student athletes work directly with manufacturers to help design team uniforms and some sporting good brands take products to top student athletes across the nation (valuable, long-term customers and brand evangelists) for early feedback and testing.




	
3. Step up and do extraordinary things for your inner circle.	Go to great lengths for your top tier and create legendary stories. For example, when industry magazines and sports radio programs interviewed the nation’s top high-school recruits, the University of Oregon often got airtime for sending them the “coolest stuff.” These efforts don’t have to be expensive, but they should be highly unusual and surprising. Try to think as widely as possible and focus on generating fresh ideas.




	
4. Create ways to give your top-tier members access to each other.
	A group of BMW motorcycle enthusiasts, for example, have created a club that offers roadside assistance to other BMW drivers. The company didn’t create this initiative—the loyal riders did. BMW, however, gave these enthusiastic customers a way to contact each other and share stories, tips, etc.12


	When your top customers are so excited about the brand that they organize and motivate themselves, it speaks volumes about the company. Your inner circle has drive and enthusiasm that will provide amazing returns on a minimal investment.





	
5. Look to mythology to tap into universal themes.	Look at movies, comic books, novels, and video games and think about how you can re-create mythic stories. There is enormous power and unconscious human emotion buried in these familiar tales. From superheroes to underdogs overcoming natural or personal challenges, there will be at least one universal theme that will resonate with your brand, and more important, with your top-tier customers.






Go for It.

Is there a dogfight in your industry over a certain type of feature or experience? How can you think differently from all your competitors and focus your innovations on an area that no one’s fighting for?

What if you spent your entire budget on wooing the top 10 percent of your prospects? What would you do for this group if they had all your time, attention, and resources?
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