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PRAISE FOR 
THE REVENUE ENGINE




“Out with theory, in with action!” Those were my sentiments after reading Kara Smith Brown’s playbook for success in The Revenue Engine. I’ve always felt that Marketing overcomplicates the “x’s and o’s,” but Kara provides practical advice which effectively relocates traditional marketing from an expense line into a measurable revenue generator. If increasing revenues is the goal, this is the playbook!


— Jack Daly


Serial entrepreneur, CEO coach, and best-selling author


As a long-time advocate for smart entrepreneurial growth, I see The Revenue Engine by Kara Smith Brown as a resource for any entrepreneur or executive looking to scale their B2B business effectively. Her book aligns with the methodologies we teach at the Growth Institute and Scaling Up, offering actionable strategies that are crucial for businesses aiming to navigate the complexities of market expansion and revenue generation. It’s a useful addition to the entrepreneurial toolkit, blending practical wisdom with strategic guidance.


— Verne Harnish


Founder of Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO) and author of Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0)


In The Revenue Engine, Kara Brown provides a clear and actionable framework that every B2B company can benefit from. Her strategies are not just theories; they are proven methods that drive growth.


— Andy Lark


Global B2B CMO, builder of billion dollar startups, coach, and advisor to leading B2B brands


Generating attention for your company, product, or idea isn’t about spending tons of money or knocking on the most doors. It’s about understanding buyers, sharing good news about what you do and how you do it, and building fans. Kara shows you how with tons of examples of success to learn from.


— David Meerman Scott


Wall Street Journal best-selling author of twelve books, including The New Rules of Marketing and PR


Kara is a true leader in her field… she walks the talk in every way. In her new book The Revenue Engine she breaks down the complex into simple, digestible, and most importantly actionable parts. If you have found yourself stuck in your business Kara, with real world experience not just hypothesis, brings to these pages the instruction manual for creating an engine you can rely on!


— Andy Bailey


Serial entrepreneur, speaker, and constant adventurer who has built two successful coaching businesses: Petra Coach and Boundless.me
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FOREWORD


BY SANGRAM VAJRE, COFOUNDER AND CEO OF GTM PARTNERS


I first heard about Kara Brown through the Atlanta business network. I was cofounder of Terminus, the first ABM platform, and she had started LeadCoverage, a B2B consultancy taking the logistics world by storm.


She and her team were offering demand gen strategies that actually worked! And she could measure the impact of her efforts on the pipeline. Not many marketing consultants make it much beyond vanity metrics like engagement and page visits.


What I heard again and again was that everyone was begging Kara to expand beyond the supply chain industry because her methods could help so many other companies.


But she always shrugged, and said, “Logistics is a two-trillion-dollar industry in the US alone. We’ll branch out once we’ve taught all the forwarders, brokers, freight tech, and carriers how to get value out of their go-to-market (GTM) approach. We have plenty of work to keep us busy!” You’ll recognize her voice in that comment as you read the book and hear the stories and case studies she includes here.


That’s why I was so excited to read the first draft of this book. In the following pages, she explains the foolproof lead generation framework she created to help so many companies achieve efficient growth. Now she’s offering it to any B2B company in any industry with the will and curiosity to try it out.


Let’s face it, B2B companies need all the help we can get. We’ve been obsessed with the relentless pursuit of growth at any cost over the last few decades. But it’s becoming clear that this approach is unsustainable because what so many B2B companies are doing just isn’t working.


Our GTM strategies have to evolve if they’re going to have a measurable impact on revenue.


We need to move away from growth at all costs and focus on efficient growth.


The brutal truth is that GTM and B2B demand generation is hard.1


• The B2B buying process is complex. Eighty percent of B2B companies have buying committees that influence software purchasing decisions with twenty-two distinct roles which are involved in the process.


• Contracts are shorter. More than half of software contracts are for fewer than six months and only 11 percent last more than two years.


• The importance of the vendor’s sales team is declining. Sixty-eight percent of B2B buyers only involve the vendor’s sales team at the last stage of the buying process.


• Vendors need to show value quickly. Buyers list simple implementation, a quicker return on investment (ROI), and ease of use as their three most important considerations.


• Renewals are getting trickier. Only 45 percent of software buyers renew without consideration. Fifty-three percent research and contemplate alternatives when a product is up for renewal.


So you’re not alone if you’re feeling like GTM is harder than ever at a time when we have more tech to sort out, smaller budgets, and siloed departments.


As companies navigate the ever-evolving landscape of GTM strategies, there’s a clear shift from traditional approaches to more innovative and integrated methodologies that have measurable impact.


Kara’s book leads the way, and here are some of my takeaways:


1. Marketing must be measurable. No one is going to listen to you if you can’t show your impact. This is why Kara teaches strategies like “Commercial PR” that focus on measurable outcomes and data-driven strategies instead of just press releases and feel-good puff pieces.


2. The GTM team must own the measurement. Using the three Vs–volume, velocity, and value–the GTM team must be able to show leadership that they have a command of the business and prove what they’re doing is working or that they have a plan to fix it if it isn’t.


3. We must change the way we think. This work, and especially the three-by-three framework Kara teaches (methodologies, funnels, and measurement), is about more than just generating leads and building pipeline. Marketing the business is no longer enough. We need to understand the business of marketing.


4. Success depends on strategic thinking with actual execution. Plenty of business books talk strategy with no practical application, and plenty of books share tips and tricks without any underlying philosophy. This book shows you the strategy but really gives very practical, detailed advice on how to do things. And with most of the suggestions in this book, you can start right away. You don’t need to wait.


This book is a shortcut to efficient pipeline generation for any B2B company, giving you frameworks that took Kara fifteen years to create. The humor and generosity with which she shares her experience and methods make it clear she wants to spare others the trial and error she experienced early in her career.


She is lighting the path for others who are following in her footsteps. She’s inviting you to have a seat at the table she had to set herself.


Whether you are new to marketing, an industry veteran, or a C-level leader, this book has time-tested strategies that will improve your GTM efforts. And some great stories, too, including case studies and personal anecdotes.


So pull up a chair. Learn new ways to tell your story across the full customer life cycle in ways that can demonstrate results. Make the most of your seat at the table!




 


INTRODUCTION


I was the “marketing girl.”


Fresh out of college and into the early years of my career, I was building a solid résumé in the B2B marketing space with jobs in the original freight tech start-up, a private equity–backed warehouse roll-up, and a garbage broker. I stayed in the heavily industrial, B2B world and my roles and experience expanded. But in these male-dominated industries, even as one of the few women in a leadership position, no matter my title, or the size of my team or contribution, I was always the “marketing girl.”


In 2006, I was one of the first employees at Echo Global Logistics. In fact, I was the entire marketing department. Echo Global Logistics was a superfast-growing company with a sales team that multiplied by thirty to fifty people a month. The IT team was growing nearly that fast, along with a credit team, a finance team, and many others. And then there was me: the marketing department of one, my own little entity. And let’s just be honest, I didn’t really know what I was doing.


In many ways, that wasn’t a bad thing, because, to sink or swim, I had to learn on the job. Unlike my colleagues, who were hired into larger teams that were developing processes and procedures to handle growth and scale, monthly KPIs for the “marketing girl” were pretty fuzzy, so it freed me up to learn and try new things.


Doug Waggoner, CEO of Echo, put together an excellent team of executives to scale that business as fast as he did. Nearly 3,000 percent growth in three years that resulted in an IPO on October 9, 2009. (The company has since gone private at a market cap of $3.8 billion, and as of this writing, Doug Waggoner is still the CEO.) I watched as this team worked together, made decisions, and achieved incredible success. It left an indelible impression on me, as did Doug. I stayed as close to him and the leadership team as I could. Every time I had a chance to be in the room with Doug, I learned something. He spoke with confidence about the economics of supply chain and its macroeconomic impact globally. I was continuously learning about what was happening in the larger ecosystem when I was with him. He’s still that way.


When I had the opportunity to be in that room with Doug and his leadership team, it felt electric. This is where things were happening. Conversations were smart. The decisions made were big. And the value was outsized. Big things weren’t happening in my little world of marketing. I could make all the sell sheets I wanted, but it wasn’t going to mean anything in that room. And I wanted to be in that room.


Early in my career, I had the first of what would be many “lessons learned” moments. I asked our graphic designer to pull together changes to our brand and tagline. I believed I was delivering value. I had visions of the leadership team being blown out of the water. I would get smiles and nods. I already had my customized executive chair picked out in my mind’s eye. That seat at the table was mine.


So I called a meeting and invited the entire leadership team. Where I got the confidence (it was more likely naivete) to do this baffles me today. The day of the meeting I sat with the PowerPoint presentation the graphic designer created for me called up, and I started my presentation.


I went through slide after slide, showing the new logo variations we created and walked through the new tagline we were going to use and advertisements we were going to run to showcase them both. I was incredibly proud of the creative work we had done.


Five minutes into my presentation, someone interrupted me by saying, “What are we doing here?”


I told him that this was important work. We needed to have this brand work done.


He didn’t agree.


“We all have better things to do with our time, including you. Don’t ever interrupt the work we’re doing with anything like this again,” he said. With that, he and the leadership team left the room. They were leaving me and my silly little meeting about branding to go and make money. Which is all they wanted me to do too. They wanted me to help them drive revenue and I gave them a color palette.


It could have been mortifying for me had I let it. But in that moment, something clicked. They were right. Pretty pictures and taglines were never going to get me a seat at the table. Those things just weren’t important to the leadership team because they wouldn’t show a direct impact to the bottom line.


Clearly I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. No one was going to listen to the “marketing girl” if I didn’t have something substantial to say. Had I brought them into that meeting with a point of view on how we’re going to measure our go-to-market (GTM), it would’ve been an entirely different conversation.


I wanted to be a part of that team, on that executive leadership level. I wanted to be at the table, contributing to the decision-making, adding value, and growing the business. I was going to need to deliver the math.


I also needed to provide a point of view on how that math impacted the business. This C-suite craved math. It required math if I had any hope of grabbing that seat at the table.


As soon as I left that meeting, my insatiable curiosity about math and measurement kicked in. I began reading everything I could get my hands on related to “funnel” math and deltas. I explored Harvard Business School frameworks and models. I also searched for and could not find a B2B marketing playbook on delivering value.


The first thing I learned: It wasn’t enough for me to understand math; I had to be able to explain it to the executive leadership team (ELT) because marketing math is not like other math. It’s nuanced, part science and part art, with matrixed dependencies and layered impact. And I had to be able to explain it in a way that the executive team could understand.


There was another catch: The ELT had to be able to see it in one slide. As the marketer at a B2B company, you don’t get a whole Power-Point deck. I know that now! You don’t get a section of someone else’s deck. You get one slide in the deck. One slide to explain your point, to provide evidence for your point, and to get alignment and approval. At that point, I had yet to see this done successfully—anywhere. This may explain why the average CMO tenure is forty months.2 It’s often far less. In fact, in 2022, 30 percent of CMOs in one marketing sector were new to their positions—less than twelve months on the job.3


In my career I have often been allowed one slide to present—and had to show my value in a single moment. The pressure was and is on to show marketing’s efficacy, effectiveness, and contribution to the bottom line. But with my research not turning up any sort of B2B marketing playbook for this, where would anyone go to learn how to show what needed to be shown? Where does someone start to prove marketing’s worth?


This led me to learn a very important lesson early on: No marketer can do it alone. I was going to have to work with other people in the organization to make this happen. Luckily, Sangram Vajre, a friend and luminary in the space, and others have made clear, in a nutshell, that marketing’s job is to serve sales as a part of the revenue team. Great marketing doesn’t happen in a vacuum. I was going to need to join forces with sales.


A seat in the “room where it happens” was my goal, and not too long after that fateful meeting I had called with leadership to talk about my logos, I had achieved that goal. Within three years I had proved myself, and leadership asked me to participate in preparing Echo Global Logistics for an initial public offering (IPO). In fact, my name is on the company’s 2009 IPO [NYSE: ECHO] press release.


The first step to partnering with sales was to actually care very much about the sales team’s success. If I didn’t focus on and show the value of sales-driven initiatives, I would be reduced to the “marketing” box. I would remain the “marketing girl.”


To be sales’ partner, I had to participate at every level: pipeline review, spiff planning, pricing decisions, and unit economic product discussions, and most importantly, I had to show the volume of the leads, the value of the leads, and the velocity of the leads that were going to the sales team. To keep the seat at the table, I needed a point of view on how marketing was contributing to revenue. And I knew it would have very little to do with brand colors or a snappy tagline.


THE MARKETING ROLE PARADOX


There are two types of B2B marketing roles.


• Branding: Beautiful logos and pretty pictures, colors and design, brochures, and websites. How a brand is perceived in the marketplace is super important, but it isn’t my strong suit, and it didn’t get me a seat at the table.


• Demand Gen: Data-driven and results-focused using hypothesis testing, goals, and clear Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) meant to drive ROI. In other words, relevant math.


Brand and demand gen motions are both necessary. In my experience, only one is meeting regularly with executive leadership.


As the founder of LeadCoverage, a B2B GTM consultancy, I’ve spent years developing insights into demand generation tactics, testing them and optimizing them. I’ve focused on all the pieces of the B2B conversion cycle, including MarTech stack building (customer relationship management [CRM]/automation), sales/marketing operations and enablement, inbound/outbound content, SEO/SEM, social conversion, public relations (PR), and measurement. And throughout my career, I developed a simple but effective framework you’ll read about in this book.


If I had had a book like this back when I was figuring out what to do next at Echo Global Logistics, I would have asked the leadership team to come to a very different meeting and my career may have had an entirely different trajectory. This book is meant to be a manual of sorts. A playbook to follow.


Yes, my background is supply chain, heavy industrial, and tech. Don’t worry if that isn’t your vertical: the framework is for every B2B marketer who isn’t the pretty-pictures-and-logo type. It’s for the marketer who delivers real results and to fuel a B2B pipeline. This book is also for the leaders—CEOs and CROs—who want to understand precisely how a well-executed marketing strategy can deliver the measurable marketing impact and ROI they may not know how to ask for.


It took me fifteen years to figure it all out—to have a methodology and point of view so clear that, well, I could write a book about it. This book is the result of years of trial and error, proving a model and developing a framework, then putting it all into an actionable approach.


GO-TO-MARKET (GTM)


One of my favorite authors and friends in this space is Sangram Vajre. He has written multiple books on account-based marketing and the adopted term, go-to-market (GTM) function. Vajre and his coauthor Bryan Brown’s book MOVE: The 4-Question Go-to-Market Framework has helped me crystallize my own framework. I use the words go-to-market differently than they do, but I like their definition: “GTM is a transformational process for accelerating your path to market where high-performing revenue teams (marketing, sales, and customer success) deliver a connected customer experience and every touchpoint reinforces the brand, values, and vision of your company.”4 Vajre and Brown are clear that GTM is not a singular strategy, but an iterative process that enables the larger strategy.


I’d like to think that this book is a how-to guide and extension of this framework made into a playbook for the B2B and specifically the heavy industrial market.


The Revenue Engine is more than just demand gen, lead gen, or pipeline management. It’s a philosophical approach, a framework, supported with clear measurement principles that engage prospects before, during, and after their in-market motion through awareness, engagement, and customer acquisition.


At its core, the Revenue Engine framework is an easy-to-understand three-by-three matrix:


• Methodology: Share good news; track interest; follow up


• Funnels: The prospecting funnel, the nurture funnel, and the customer funnel


• Measurement: Volume, velocity, and value
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This book will provide a detailed, step-by-step plan or playbook you can apply to your revenue and growth efforts right now (or at least pretty darn soon). The key to our approach is that everything is underpinned by real measurement (more on real versus fake measurement later).


We’ll show how great technology tools lead to real marketing math, which provides proof of return on investment. You’ll find technology plays a big role in making B2B demand gen work today. We’ll lay out a 101, 201, and 301 version of each. The goal is to just get started even if it’s with a Scotch-taped tech stack.


We’re going to talk a lot about math. Oh, and trust me, I get the people who break out in hives at the thought of math. Try to think of it as more Sherlock Holmes and less Einstein. It’s about understanding the principles and interpreting the clues to develop a point of view. It isn’t scary, I promise. And you’ll be able to do it on the back of a napkin.


If the only marketing your company does is writing useless blog posts on a website no one visits, this book is for you because it’s time to change that. If you’ve burned through a bunch of marketers because you’ve never seen the “value” in what they do all day, this book is for you. If you need someone to explain to you how to ask your marketer for real math and to show what good looks like, this book is for you.


And if you’re a B2B marketer, this playbook is for you. If you are a “young me” who, like me, wants a road map for how to understand what’s possible, and you really want to impress your boss (and maybe her boss), this book is for you.


You know there’s more to your job than writing copy and sending emails. You crave a way to really build a funnel with proof of ROI. You are hungry for that executive leadership position. This book will help you get there.


If you want a seat at the table, welcome.




 


PART I


THE METHODOLOGY


If you had told me after that first executive leadership meeting that one day I would write a book about a successful, fully realized framework for demand gen that I created, I might have thought you were drinking some very special Kool-Aid. After all, you’ll recall that I was woefully unprepared for what was going on and what was needed that day. I had no math and no plan at the table, but I did have the drive to participate and add value. And a killer PowerPoint presentation.


Since then, I’ve spent years perfecting a system that allows me and my team to deliver meaningful ROI-driven board-ready data for all types of B2B businesses. We’ve had incredible success and lots of failures along the way, all of which we’ve learned from. Like Oprah Winfrey says, “Failure is another steppingstone to greatness.”


What we’ve learned on the road to creating the Revenue Engine framework:


1. Start with sharing your market-specific niche point of view.


2. Own all the records (email addresses) in your total addressable market and track the interest level of the content you’re putting into the market.


3. Follow up. Fast. Often. Use different mediums.


4. Repeat.
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It sounds so simple, but most companies we engage with at LeadCoverage, my consulting company, are doing one, maybe two of these well, and almost none are doing all three in a closed-loop repeatable process and measuring it all with a specific set of key performance indicators (KPIs) the C-suite has agreed will move the revenue needle.


You’re not alone if this feels familiar. Latané Conant sees it in her CRO role at 6sense, a leader in intent data technology and a B2B GTM thought leader. She wrote No Forms. No Spam. No Cold Calls: The Next Generation of Account-Based Sales and Marketing, a text that has helped me immensely. “When revenue teams—and the people, processes, data, and tools involved in them—exist in silos, it’s impossible to reach these modern buyers. Instead, sellers and marketers spin their wheels and have only false leads, long sales cycles, wasted time and resources, missed opportunities, inability to collaborate, and overall burnout to show for it.”5 Sound familiar? It is your job as a marketer to work with the revenue teams to locate and eliminate these disconnects. (Don’t worry, The Revenue Engine has you covered.)


If it sounds too good to be true, let me assure you that it 100 percent is possible. I’m not saying any of this is easy, and it’s definitely nuanced. But if you follow this framework, you will escape the trap of “random acts of marketing” (RAOM) and start to build a Revenue Engine that pumps out prospects ready to turn into customers. And you can do it right away.


Sangram Vajre and Eric Spett, in ABM Is B2B: Why B2B Marketing and Sales Is Broken and How to Fix It, say, “Winning in B2B is now a game of inches, not feet. It starts with effective, data-driven, dynamic targeting built on new types of account data that you can act on immediately, not tomorrow or next week.”6


Now we are fortunate that we really can track account data—and use a framework that is measurable. My team and I have figured out what works today. Marketing has to change regularly—what works today won’t work tomorrow. As you will see when we discuss artificial intelligence later in the book, with the advent of AI, what works today will be morphing into what works tomorrow.


It’s important to always be measuring and iterating on what works. Professor John Dawes, Associate Director at the Ehrenberg-Bass Institute at the University of South Australia, created the Rule of 95, “95 percent of business clients are not in the market for many goods and services at any one time. Corporations change service providers such as their principal bank or law firm around once every five years on average. That means only 20 percent of business buyers are ‘in the market’ over the course of an entire year; something like 5 percent in a quarter—or put another way, 95 percent aren’t in the market.”7


This means we have to build a motion so when prospects are in market, they think of you. But ultimately the framework I am teaching you will help you not only market, but also find in-market signals and track that engagement.


True story: In 2013, I was the marketing consultant for one of the first digital freight brokers. Aaron Ross’s Predictable Revenue had recently hit the market,8 Outreach and Salesloft were new, and excitement was exploding around marketing technology. HubSpot was fairly nascent. Salesforce was definitely the dominant player, but it was really expensive and complicated. And so we were just testing approaches as much as we possibly could, which is very much what marketing does.


There were twenty-five sales reps on the floor (think Wolf of Wall Street style, minus the illegal activity), and I had eight reps on a desk who were testing my crazy marketing experiments. We were trying all sorts of approaches and measuring everything we could. Important to this book, this is where I really cut my teeth on how to measure what these people were doing out there in the sales and marketing trenches.


We were using a beta version of Outreach, which now has a valuation in the billions, through a tool called SendGrid, which allowed us to send eight hundred emails a night on behalf of each of our reps.


So I was writing these emails and sending them out on behalf of the reps every night. Then every morning they would come in, and they would have leads to respond to. In the very sexy realm of freight, we literally sent out an email saying, “Hey, I’ve got trucks in Arkansas, can I move a load for you?”


They were pretty innocuous emails, but every morning we would get responses. So they had about a 30-ish percent marketing qualified lead (MQL) rate, which was great (a little math there!). This happened for two or three weeks. Then over time I noticed that Sarah was getting four or five points higher MQLs than her male counterparts over the same time period. I remember feeling irritated because Sarah was not doing anything different.


In fact, I was the one writing all the content, sending the emails, and running the experiments. So the results should have been the same for everyone. The only thing that was different was Sarah’s gender. I had a light bulb moment: Let’s turn all the boys into girls. Bob became Rachel; Joe became Sheila. We had a whiteboard behind us with who’s who, so in case Bob goes to the bathroom, Joe could answer Rachel’s calls.


We got a 10 percent lift on our MQLs. Everybody was happy. We were doing a great job. The team was coming in every morning and replying to emails. It worked.


However, this gender-based difference was still amusing to me. One evening I met with a fellow marketer and relayed the remarkable uptick when we switched the gendered names the emails were from.


She asked who our target clients were, and I explained it was the male-dominated freight industry. So my clever friend asked, “Why don’t you use even catchier names?” On a napkin, we came up with names like Bambi, Angel, and Sapphire. (With no offense intended to people with those names!)


With our new names, we leaped to a 98 percent email open rate and the highest MQL rate of the quarter.


Sex sells.


The actual point of this story is that you need to test—like a scientist—and keep adjusting one approach or another until you figure out what works. And to be honest, humorous but true story aside, figuring out what works is even more important today.


In Part I, we will explore in detail the three parts, or the “triple infinity,” of the framework:
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The triple infinity is the reminder that marketing is not an event, it’s an ongoing process. The work of sharing good news, tracking the interest of the good news, and following up on those buying signals is never done.


B2C (business to consumer) big brands we know and love still advertise—Nike, McDonald’s, Chick-fil-A, Coca-Cola. All these brands that have become household names don’t treat marketing like a one-time event; the process of sharing their good news is never-ending. The same is true in B2B, but in my experience, B2B C-suite leaders don’t see marketing as an “always on” engagement or a meaningful growth lever.


When a strong GTM motion is activated following this framework, the GTM team can follow prospects on their journey through our three funnels: prospect, nurture, customer. But the work is never done, The good news may change, the tracking signals and tools will be different, and the follow-ups will be done by different teams, but the work never stops.
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