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This book is dedicated to my six-year-old niece Abbey, who 

knows much more about computers than she realises. 
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Introduction 

On a warm spring day in September 1988, I realised the Internet 

would change the world. 

In 1988, very few people knew about the Internet; and even today, 

many people don’t realise there was an Internet in 1988. But it was 

a big part of my life at that time. 

That year, I was one of 14 students studying for my Honours 

degree in Computer Science at the University of Western 

Australia. Because we were in the Computer Science department, 

we had access to advanced computing facilities, including the 

early Internet. This was before Facebook, Google and even the 

World Wide Web. We were past the time of punched cards, but 

we did have to make do with plain-text computer monitors – the 

kind with the glowing green lights you only see nowadays in the 

occasional Hollywood movie about an accident at a nuclear power 

plant or top-secret military facility. 

Many of us at that time were interested in artificial intelligence, 

and I became fascinated with computer backgammon. This was 

not simply two people playing backgammon on a computer, but a 
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human playing backgammon against an ‚intelligent‛ computer 

opponent. 

At the time, computer chess was a more popular area of research, 

but I preferred backgammon for two reasons. First, it had dice, so 

it involved an element of chance, not just skill. And it was less 

complex than chess, so it was easier for me to program (It was not 

the topic of my Honours research, nor anything at all to do with 

what my supervisor Dr Robyn Owens expected me to study; but 

that – and the subsequent impact on my grades – is neither here 

nor there, and is a topic for a different book). 

The world’s leading expert in computer backgammon was Dr 

Hans Berliner, a professor of Computer Science at Carnegie 

Mellon University and the programmer of the first computer 

program to beat a human world champion in any game. 

As a university student, I had access to some of Dr. Berliner’s 

published papers; and one day, I realised I needed to know more 

about something he had written. There was no Twitter or 

LinkedIn in 1988, but there were many discussion groups 

available to those of us who had Internet access, including one 

about computer backgammon. I was an active contributor to that 

group, so I asked my question about Dr. Berliner’s paper. I 

remember the reply from one forum member, along the lines of: 

‚I’m not sure of the answer, but why don’t you e-mail Hans 

Berliner himself? His e-mail address is berliner@...‛ 

As a lowly undergraduate student, I had never even thought of 

connecting directly with the great man – even if I had known his e-

mail address! And now here was somebody – a complete stranger 

on the other side of the world – suggesting I do exactly that. 

At that moment, sitting at a computer terminal in the Robotics 

Laboratory in the Computer Science department of a university in 

the most remote city in the world, my world changed. It changed 

because I realised the world had changed. For the first time, I 
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appreciated the awesome power of this world-wide network of 

computers we call the Internet – and, more importantly, what it 

meant for connecting people. 

It was 1988, in the days of green computer monitors and dial-up 

modems, but we still had the basic functions of the Internet – 

including e-mail, discussion groups and chat rooms. We didn’t 

have Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Foursquare, Groupon or 

Google – but we were doing social media, although of course we 

didn’t call it that at the time. 

A few years later, the world changed again. In the early 1990s, 

Tim Berners-Lee, a British physicist and computer scientist 

working at the CERN research facility in Geneva, proposed and 

built a system to connect pages of information in a web of links: 

the World Wide Web. Soon after, the first graphical Web browser, 

Mosaic, was created – and the rest of the world discovered the 

Internet. It soon turned commercial, with businesses realising its 

power for marketing, distribution and support. The burst of the 

dot-com bubble at the turn of the century was a setback, but it 

turned out to be only a minor setback. 

And so it continued until the mid-2000s, when it took another 

turn, with the growth of ‚Web 2.0‛. Web 2.0 was more a 

philosophy and attitude rather than any new technology. It was 

about people – ordinary people – putting their ‚stuff‛ on the 

Internet, a privilege previously accorded only to IT specialists, 

geeky teenagers and those who could afford to pay IT specialists 

or geeky teenagers. Suddenly, everybody and their cats were 

loading videos to YouTube, posting blogs about their dreary daily 

life, and connecting on MySpace (and later, Facebook). 

With Web 2.0, the citizens took back the Internet from the geeks 

and the suits. In fact, we’ve come full circle – right back to the 

days when I first started using the Internet. The technology has 

changed  (if you were looking for Hans Berliner today, you might 

ask your Facebook friends, one of whom might tweet his address 
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in return, and you would then send a tweet to his iPhone), but the 

same principles apply. 

It’s still about participating in on-line communities. 

It’s still about using the Internet to learn, explore and discover. 

It’s still about building an on-line reputation, one step at a time. 

And it’s still about people connecting with people. 

There’s just one problem … 

Most businesses haven’t realised it. 

They don’t know the revolution has happened. They don’t know 

the rules have changed. They don’t know the way things worked 

in the twentieth century are so < well, so twentieth-century! 

That’s why they spend their entire marketing budget on search 

engine optimisation. That’s why they use Twitter for a week, and 

then give up because it seems like a waste of time (and don’t get 

them started on Facebook!). That’s why they hide their phone 

numbers and e-mail addresses, and still expect Web site visitors to 

do business with them. 

That’s why they think Internet marketing is about branding, hype, 

advertising, mass markets, needs, traffic, transactions, 

copywriting and better products and services. 

It’s not. It’s about personality, value, reputation, niches, wants, 

communities, connections, frames and better experiences. 

And that’s why I wrote this book. 

Who is this book for? 

This book is for you if you’re the owner, leader, manager or Chief 

Influence Officer of a business; and you know the Internet has 

changed your business, but you don’t know exactly what has 

changed, and you don’t know what you need to change. 
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This book is for you if you’re already running a business, and you 

want to leverage the power of the Internet to enhance that 

business. It’s for you if you want the Internet to support your 

business, not to replace it. It’s not for you if you want to build a 

new on-line business or become purely an Internet marketer. 

This book is also for small or medium-sized businesses, rather 

than large organisations. The Internet – especially today’s Internet 

– offers unprecedented opportunities for smaller operators, not 

only to compete on an equal basis with larger businesses, but 

sometimes to compete in better ways. 

Although the Internet affects all businesses, it doesn’t affect them 

all equally. In particular, today’s Internet culture smiles very 

kindly on you if your business relies on you selling your expertise 

– for example, if you’re a professional speaker, trainer, coach, 

consultant, lawyer, accountant, mortgage broker, author or other 

form of information expert. That’s because, for you lucky people, 

the change to Web 2.0 has made your life so much easier – if you 

know how to tap into it. If you’re not in those categories, it just 

means you’ll have to work a little bit harder. You’ll see what I 

mean as we go through the book. 

Although this book is written with businesses in mind, most of the 

principles apply for other organisations – such as clubs, 

associations, not-for-profit organisations and schools. 

What I know about the Internet and your business 

Since 1997, I’ve been working with business owners and 

entrepreneurs to help them build their on-line presence and 

leverage their expertise on-line. 

Through all the changes the Internet has been through, one thing 

has remained the same: It’s always been about people connecting with 

people. When you’re using any Internet technology, remember it’s 

about people first and technology second. If you get those 
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priorities right, it will be much easier for you to integrate and 

understand new technology, and make the most of the technology 

you have now. 

There’s no doubt the technology is important, of course! However, 

I want to make the point that it’s people first. I will be describing 

various Internet technologies in this book – including newsletters, 

blogs, podcasts, video, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and much 

more. When I do, I’ll explain why this technology is useful, so you 

can understand how it fits into your business. 

The world has become fast, flat and free 

Let’s start by looking at the three key ways the Internet has 

changed the world – and what that means for you: Fast, flat and 

free. 

If it’s not fast, we’re furious 

The world is clearly faster than it has ever been before. We want 

instant downloads of e-books and music; we demand immediate 

responses to tweets and Facebook updates; and we expect (and 

get upset when we don’t get) live chat on Web sites, fast 

turnaround to e-mail queries, and humans on the end of a 

telephone line. We buy instant coffee, cook in microwave ovens, 

and heat up instant coffee in microwave ovens. In the early 1980s, 

FedEx built its business around the promise of ‚Absolutely 

positively overnight‛; for today’s consumer that’s painfully slow. 

Part of this is due to the amazing advances in Internet technology. 

When I searched Google a few minutes ago to find out when 

FedEx started using its slogan, Google proudly told me it had 

searched its massive database and found the answer in 0.08 

seconds! Add to that the journey from my computer around the 

world to Google’s servers and back, and I still had my answer in 

less than a second (If it had taken longer, I would have started 



  Introduction 7 

 

impatiently tapping my fingers). If that doesn’t astonish you, it 

should. But it doesn’t, because we now take it for granted. 

The other major trend that’s caused this shift is the explosive 

growth of mobile technology. We can access the Internet from 

smaller and more portable devices, and this mobility makes us 

more impatient. 

 

It’s no longer good enough to sit at home and send an e-mail to an 

on-line retailer instead of visiting a physical store – although that 

in itself was a significant breakthrough. Now we can scan a 

product’s bar code in a store to check its price in other stores; we 

can ask our Twitter followers for their opinion of a restaurant as 

we walk past it; we can upload party photographs to Facebook 

while we’re at the party itself; and our iPhone can identify a song 

by ‚listening‛ to it for a few seconds. 

This incessant and ever-increasing need for speed affects us all, 

even (unfairly) those who shouldn’t have to deal with it. We now 

get impatient waiting for a travel agent to send us tickets in the 

mail. We want our mortgage broker to send us the loan papers 

right this minute. We can’t wait 24 hours for our graphic designer 

to send us a quote because 15 other designers in other time zones 

responded to our request overnight. 

The world is flat 

And that brings us to the second big issue: The world is flat. That’s 

the title of Thomas Friedman’s groundbreaking book about the 
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way outsourcing has changed our lives1. More specifically, he 

writes of the burgeoning middle class – especially in fast-

developing countries like China, India and Brazil – who are 

educated, motivated and upwardly-mobile. Now they not only 

have access to a vision of what life is like in rich Western nations, 

they can easily attain that lifestyle locally by offering their services 

to those same rich Western nations2. 

In 2004, the New York Times reported even the Catholic Church 

was getting into the act. Catholics in New York were paying their 

parish priest to offer up a Mass for a special intention (often a 

loved one who had died), but there were too many requests and 

not enough Masses. The solution: The Vatican outsources these 

prayers to Catholic priests in Kerala, India. The parishioner in 

New York pays $20, the priest in Kerala gets paid $2, and (most 

importantly for the ‚customer‛) the request is honoured. 

Everybody wins! So you think your business couldn’t be 

outsourced? Think again! 

This shift to a flatter world is good news for those upwardly-

mobile middle classes, and good news for those of us who 

understand what’s happened; but not such good news for the 

many businesses that don’t ‚get it‛. 

This isn’t limited to the divide between developing and developed 

nations, either; the flatter world is not just about favourable 

exchange rates. It happens even within our own country, with on-

line retailers starting to make a dent in large bricks-and-mortar 

retail sales and profits. 

                                                           
1 The title of his second book Hot, Flat and Crowded was the inspiration for 

this book’s title. 
2 For an interesting, if somewhat romanticised, insight into what this is 

like, I recommend watching the light romantic comedy Outsourced. 
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Gerry Harvey, the billionaire owner of the Harvey Norman 

electronics and furniture franchise, famously said in 20083: 

‚I’ve got an online part of my business, but I definitely would 

not put more into it. That’d be a recipe for disaster. Online 

people do not make any money. It’s a con, a complete con.‛ 

Three years later, he led a group of traditional retailers in an 

advertising campaign complaining on-line sales were harming his 

business. He later withdrew from that campaign and 

begrudgingly started an on-line store in 2011, but it was clear the 

on-line competition caught him off guard4. 

We expect it free – or almost free 

The third big change is that our customers expect to be able to get 

so much free (or almost free). This Incredible Shrinking Price Tag 

is not just a consequence of our flatter world – although that is 

definitely a factor. It’s also due to two other factors. 

The first is that today’s Internet allows passionate amateurs to 

share their expertise with the world – and many of them do it for 

nothing. Amateur photographers publish world-class photos to 

Flickr; the most popular YouTube videos are usually uploaded by 

amateurs; holiday travellers sometimes write better travel articles 

than professional writers; and geeky gadget lovers provide better 

technical support than the gadget manufacturers. However good 

your business model, it’s difficult to succeed when you’re 

competing with somebody who’s doing the same thing for love 

instead of money. And because they are doing it for love, they 

drive down the cost for everybody. 

                                                           
3 Quoted in Smart Company magazine fastflatfree.com/to/harvey. 
4 But to give him credit where it’s due, the week this book went to print, 

he did a complete turnaround and announced plans to earn $1 billion on-

line in the next decade. 

http://fastflatfree.com/to/harvey
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That alone would exert significant downward pressure on prices, 

but there’s another factor as well: The different cost structure for a 

business in the digital world. When an on-line business sells an 

electronic product, the cost of production is zero. It’s not ‚low‛. 

It’s not ‚insignificant‛. It’s not ‚negligible‛. It’s zero. Nada. 

Nothing. Nil. Zilch. And that changes everything. 

For example, at one of the fastest-growing e-mail marketing 

platforms, MailChimp.com, if your mailing list has fewer than 

2,000 names, the service is entirely free. Many small businesses 

will never grow beyond 2,000; so they get to use MailChimp free 

of charge – forever. Why would MailChimp offer such a service? 

Because they can! It costs them nothing – the infrastructure is 

already in place, and everything is automated – so they might as 

well start the relationship. Even if that customer never upgrades 

to the paid version, it hasn’t cost MailChimp anything. 

This is so different from traditional businesses. Even those who 

offer some sort of free sample do so at some cost. The cost might 

be low, but it’s still a cost. That puts them at an unfair 

disadvantage. 

So what’s the good news? 

If you turn a blind eye to the faster, flatter and freer world, you’ll 

struggle. But that’s the bad news. 

The good news is you can make this work for you rather than 

against you, by embracing it and differentiating yourself in it. For 

example, here are just a few random ideas: 

 Instead of offering anonymous and faceless service that’s fast 

and almost free, build a personal rapport with customers. 

 Instead of holding back your knowledge, expertise and 

insight, be like the passionate amateur and give it away for 

nothing – and use it to attract people to your business. 
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 Instead of despairing that your customers are using social 

media to make their buying decisions, use social media 

yourself to build your reputation. 

 Instead of trying to reach everybody in this flattened world, 

focus on a niche market you know and understand. 

 Instead of rigidly insisting on selling what you’ve always sold, 

sell the customers what they want – while still delivering the 

same core value. 

 Instead of worrying about customers choosing outsourced 

providers instead of you, you outsource, insource, cooperate 

and collaborate with key partners. 

 Instead of working on fast, individual transactions, slow 

down and build true connections with the people who matter. 

 Instead of pushing customers to buy from you, work with 

them to find the best solution to their problem. 

 Instead of competing with products from China and services 

from India, create compelling experiences that can’t be 

duplicated or outsourced. 

Some of these might sound idealistic and unrealistic. And I admit 

I haven’t fleshed them out in enough detail yet. But I promise I’ll 

cover all of them – and more – in this book. 

The next chapter gives you an overview of how you need to 

change your marketing strategy – and the nine key principles you 

need to adopt; and then there’s a chapter for each of these 

principles. 

On-line Resource Centre 

One of the obvious challenges of writing a book about technology 

is that it changes so quickly. So I’ve also created an on-line 

resource centre as a supplement to this book, and it’s available 

free to you as a reader. 
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There are two ways you can get access to this resource centre. The 

first is to go to www.FastFlatAndFree.com and type in the 

password ‚readers‛ in the Password box you see there. 

The other method is by using a QR code, which is a special feature 

for smart phones and tablet computers. If you have a smart phone 

with a QR code reader, just point it at this code and it will take 

you directly to the resource centre: 

 

If you don’t know how to do this yet, but would like to be able to, 

get the NeoReader app for your iPhone or the QuickMark app for 

your Android phone. 

The resource centre also includes additional material for each 

chapter, which you also get free. At the end of each chapter, you’ll 

find a ‚But wait – there’s more!‛ section, with a description of the 

additional material for that chapter, and another copy of the QR 

code for your phone. 

http://www.fastflatandfree.com/
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The Big Picture 

The Margaret River region of Western Australia, about three 

hours’ drive south of my home town of Perth, has built a world-

wide reputation for its grapes and wines. It is one of Australia’s 

youngest wine districts, but produces more than 20 percent of the 

country’s premium wines (from just 3 percent of the grapes). From 

humble beginnings in 1967, it has grown into a thriving wine-

producing region, with about 150 independent wineries, all 

competing not only with each other but with the large 

supermarket liquor chains in Australia. 

Put yourself in the shoes of the owner of one of these small 

wineries, and consider how you could position your business so it 

can compete with the big guys, without their distribution 

channels, deep pockets and marketing clout. 

You can’t do it by going head-to-head with them, because they 

clearly have size on their side. However, size works both ways – 

and you can take advantage of being small. In fact, this is what the 

successful wineries do: They give the customers a boutique 

experience – with a restaurant or cafe attached to the winery, a 

souvenir shop, wine tastings run by the winemaker, live music, 

supporting the local community, and so on. 

George Taber, author of the book "In Search of Bacchus: Wanderings 

in the Wonderful World of Wine Tourism", made a similar point in an 

interview, where he said that many small wineries rely on tourism 

to supplement their wine sales5: 

‚The tourism is key because the producers can sell directly to 

the consumer who comes in off the street. That is especially 

                                                           
5 Interviewed by the Wharton Business School. You can read the full 

interview at fastflatfree.com/to/wharton. 

http://www.fastflatfree.com/to/wharton
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important for the small wineries, which often have great 

difficulty getting into the regular distribution channels.‛ 

This is exactly what you need to do to compete on-line as well. It’s 

not necessarily about tourism, but about offering a boutique 

experience that your competitors can’t offer. 

Of course, this is easier said than done. So let’s look at the big 

picture first, and then we’ll return to the winery example later in 

the chapter. 

Internet marketing is not just about marketing 

In high school physics, I learned the gravitational attraction 

between two planets depends on three things: the size of the first 

planet, the size of the second planet, and their distance from each 

other. The bigger they are or the closer they are, the greater the 

gravitational force between them. 

The same applies to your marketing. Your success depends on 

three things: the quality of what you sell in your business, the 

strength of your market, and how well you connect your market 

to your business. 

 

This has always been the way to succeed in business, so at the 

highest level nothing has changed. However, in this fast, flat and 

free world, you need a different strategy for managing your 
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business, market and marketing; and then you need different 

tactics for executing that strategy. 

The key is to realise that Internet marketing is not just about 

marketing. It’s also about you (and your business) and your 

market. Too many people focus on – and get distracted by – the 

latest technology that’s supposed to revolutionise the way 

business operates. However, it’s rarely about the technology; it’s 

about people using the technology to connect and do business. 

Get your strategy right in all three areas: Become an authority; 

build a community; and sell with respect.  

Become an authority 

The first change is in your business, where you now need to 

position yourself as an authority, not just a supplier.  Being an 

authority means people know you, like you and trust you. 

That involves three important shifts for modern businesses: 

1. For them to know you: Show your face, not just your brand. 

2. For them to like you: Lead with value, not with hype. 

3. For them to trust you: Invest in reputation, not only in 

advertising. 
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Build a community 

The second change is in understanding your market, where you 

need to build a community, not just a bunch of customers. This, 

too, has three components: choosing them, understanding them 

and connecting them. 

Here are the three important shifts: 

4. Choose them: Serve a niche, not the mass market. 

5. Understand them: Give them what they want, not just what 

you’ve got. 

6. Connect them: Build your tribe, don’t just chase the crowd. 

 

Sell with respect 

When you are an authority in a community, you don’t need to 

‚sell‛ in the traditional way; rather, you become a trusted adviser 

they respect. 

Here are the three differences in your marketing: 

7. Give first: Make connections, not transactions. 

8. Show why: Set buying frames, instead of force-feeding features 

and benefits. 

9. Offer more: Deliver experiences, not products or services. 
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Build a boutique business 

The rest of this book is made up of 

nine chapters, one for each of the 

principles outlined above. 

Before we dive into the details, let’s 

return to the example with which I 

started this chapter: The small 

boutique winery that needs to compete 

with large liquor outlets. 

One of my favourite wineries in the 

Margaret River region is Capel Vale, 

one of the earliest to spring up in the 

area. Even now, Capel Vale is leading the way, this time with on-

line marketing: They use a QR code on some of their wine labels, 

to lead customers to a Web page with tasting notes and 

information about the winery. 

Let’s consider some other ways a winery like Capel Vale could 

position itself on-line – using the nine principles above. I gave you 

some examples earlier of how a winery could do this at their 

premises; now let’s consider how it could do the same thing in the 

on-line world. 
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For each of these principles, I’ll give you a few examples of on-line 

marketing and on-line positioning. These are just a few samples, 

and I’m sure you can think of others yourself. 

1. Show your face: Many boutique wineries are family businesses, 

so the winery should emphasise the people behind the 

business – for example: 

− The winemaker creates a short welcome video for the Web 

site’s home page (which, by the way, is much more 

welcoming than many winery home pages, which simply 

show a photograph of wines, grapes or the winery 

grounds!) 

− The winemaker registers the domain name of his own 

name,  so people can find the winery on-line either by the 

winery name or his name 

2. Lead with value: Because the winery is small, it knows its wines 

extremely well; and can offer very good advice about how 

customers should enjoy them – for example: 

− Write an e-book with tips for matching wine with food 

− Create YouTube videos about decanting, pouring and 

enjoying wine 

3. Invest in reputation: A boutique winery can build its own 

reputation, rather than inheriting the reputation imposed by a 

franchise owner or head office – for example, it can: 

− Create a Facebook business page about the joys of wine 

− Contribute to on-line forums about responsible drinking 

4. Serve a niche: The winery can cater to specific niche markets 

(without excluding anybody else) – for example, it can: 

− Target people who are new to wine by sending a ‚Wine 

Tip of the Week‛ through Twitter 

− Target international customers by offering world-wide 

shipping and insurance at discounted rates 
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5. Give them what they want: A boutique winery can not only ask 

what customers want, it can deliver it as well, because it’s not 

bound by corporate policies – for example, it can: 

− Survey their e-mail newsletter subscribers 

− Participate in on-line forums related to their niche markets  

6. Build your tribe: Customers already feel a stronger affinity for a 

boutique winery, so it’s not difficult for the winery to make 

them feel special – for example, it can: 

− Give customers a voucher if they refer a friend (and give 

the friend a voucher as well) 

− Create a free ‚Friends of Capel Vale‛ membership  and 

give members special deals 

7. Make connections: Wineries find that some visitors only take 

part in the free tastings, but never buy any wine. However, 

the winery has to treat them as just as important as anybody 

else, because they could well be future customers. The same 

applies on-line – for example, the winery could: 

− Invite site visitors to subscribe to an e-mail newsletter 

− Send subscribers a recipe e-book some time later 

8. Set buying frames: Web site visitors who see a large range of 

wines might be confused. So the winery should explain why 

they should buy certain wines – for example, it could: 

− Match wines to types of food 

− Match wines to certain occasions 

9. Deliver experiences: Finally, the winery can create a boutique 

buying experience on the Internet – for example, it could: 

− Offer personalised wine labels, where customers can 

upload a photograph and have it added to the wine label 

on the bottle they order 
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− Include a small gift with every order shipped (for 

example, a small corkscrew or a wine pouring spout) 

As you can see, most of these ideas are easy and inexpensive; they 

simply require the right mindset. That’s exactly how you should 

approach your own on-line presence. Don’t think of the most 

complex technology you can use; instead, think of how you could 

provide a more boutique experience in your business – both on 

and off the Internet. 

So what’s next? 

The next nine chapters make up most of the book, with one 

chapter for each of the principles I’ve listed here. 

Let’s start with something that many business owners are 

reluctant to do, but is perfect for any boutique business: Showing 

your face. 



 

Part One: 

Your Business
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Show Your Face: 
Out of Sight, Out of Business 

If you’ve been interested in goal setting, it’s almost certain you 

would have heard of motivational speaker Tony Robbins. In fact, 

for some people, Tony Robbins is synonymous with goal setting – 

and it turns out we can check just how much this is true. 

Among the many free tools Google offers is Google Trends6, 

which shows us the popularity of Google searches for particular 

words and phrases, over time. 

If we do a search for goal setting, this is what we get: 

 

As you can see, there’s a downward trend since 2004, with peaks 

only at the start of each year as people set their New Year’s 

Resolutions. 

If we do the same search for Tony Robbins, we see a similar trend, 

except for a spike in mid-2010 when he launched his television 

show ‚Breakthrough with Tony Robbins‛ in the USA: 

                                                           
6 www.Google.com/trends 

http://www.google.com/trends
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In fact, combining these graphs shows just how uncannily similar 

they are: 

 

Now, clearly if you’re a goal setting expert, you’d like to be as 

well-known as Tony Robbins, and the overlapping trend lines 

show just how well-known he has become. However, it’s possible 

to do much better. In my opinion, Tony Robbins, at the time of 

writing, hasn’t really embraced the way the Internet has changed 

the world. Most of his marketing uses traditional means, and 

although that’s allowed him to maintain his position at the top, it’s 

difficult and expensive to sustain that trend. 

Contrast that with marketing consultant and author Seth Godin, 

who does use the Internet well. He publishes to his blog regularly, 

he appears as a guest on podcasts, and he’s created a high-quality 

on-line community of supporters. All of these combined efforts 

mean he’s creating buzz about his name, and that makes a 

difference. 
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Here’s the Google Trends graph for ‚marketing consultant‛: 

 

Again we see the downward trend over the years. But contrast 

that with the graph for ‚Seth Godin‛, and the difference is 

striking: 

 

He was virtually unknown before 2005 (at least, as far as Google 

was concerned), but since then his popularity has grown 

dramatically. 

The combined graph shows this even more clearly: 
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Just to be clear about what this means: There are now more people 

searching for Seth Godin than searching for marketing 

consultants. That’s positioning! 

Seth Godin and Tony Robbins are both leaders in their areas of 

expertise, so there’s a lot you can learn from both. However, I’d 

like to suggest you do a lot more Seth Godin marketing in the 

future, because that’s where the future is. 

Here’s the point 

Internet users connect with people, not businesses. They want to 

know about you, not just your brand, your business, your 

products or your services. 

Be the face of your brand. Your customers want to learn about you 

as a person, so they can make a real connection. Of course you 

want them to like your business, but you also want them to fall in 

love with you. 

This hasn’t always been the case. Businesses – especially larger 

businesses – always projected their business brand to the public, 

and individuals within the business only ever parroted the party 

line when representing the business. If you had a personality, you 

would only show it outside working hours, and certainly never 

show it in any outward-facing role. 

That’s changed now. The line between work and personal life has 

blurred, both in time (what does ‚working hours‛ mean, when 

you’re checking e-mail in the middle of the night, and updating 

your Facebook status from work?) and space (mobile phones, 

tablet computers and laptops mean you no longer need to be in 

the office to do work). So it’s not surprising that personality peeks 

out from inside the work environment. 

Think of this as the difference between the Yellow Pages and the 

White Pages. A listing in the Yellow Pages is about being found by 

category. If you’re an electrician, you’re listed with all the other 
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electricians; and when somebody wants an electrician, they look 

up ‚Electricians‛, and you hope they choose you. They might 

never have heard of you before, but they can still find you. 

However, you’ve got to fight hard to make them choose you 

rather than any of the many other electricians vying for that same 

business. 

The White Pages, on the other hand, lists you by name. Somebody 

who doesn’t know you won’t find you in the White Pages. 

However, if you have a strong enough brand and reputation, 

customers can find you there because they know your name. 

The Internet is much more like the White Pages now. It’s no 

longer about fighting it out in a crowded marketplace, shouting, 

‚Pick me! Pick me!‛ as customers walk by. It’s about getting an 

unfair advantage over your competition by being so good and so 

well-known that customers seek you out by name – and not just 

by your business name, but by your name. 

Most of the new Internet tools – Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 

Flickr and blogs, for example – are designed to be personal tools. 

They are used by normal Internet users to engage with friends and 

family, and they encourage users to share their personality. 

If you truly want to engage with these users, you need to show 

your personality as well. This doesn’t mean you have to act as if 

you’re their friend (because you’re not); but it does mean you 

have to act as if you’re human (because you are). One of the 

biggest mistakes you can make on-line is to hide behind a 

business persona when engaging in a personal space. 

As a business owner, you have – or should have – a relationship 

with your customers and clients. They know you, they trust you, 

they know what football team you support, and they know how 

your kids are doing at school. 

Note I didn’t say you know what football team they support or 

what their kids are doing at school. You might know that, and 
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some salespeople are taught to connect with their customers at 

that level. But this is the other way around. You’re giving them an 

insight into you, which is a completely different thing altogether. 

Of course, I’m not suggesting you share every aspect of your 

personal life with your customers. And I caution you to think 

about your privacy and security when you choose what to share 

with people outside your family and close friends. But be willing 

to show a bit of personality, so they can connect with you as a 

person. 

What can you do? 

Your aim is to show enough of your personality that people relate 

to you, but without overdoing it to the extent they forget you’re 

also running a business. The right mix will vary from person to 

person, and will vary based on your choice of communication 

medium. For example, people expect you to have a more personal 

presence on Facebook, and a more professional presence on 

LinkedIn. 

If you’d like a broad guideline, follow the 80/20 rule: Make at least 

80% of your business communication purely business, and inject 

personal material into at most 20% of it. Use that as your starting 

point, and adapt it for each platform. 

In this chapter, I’m going to give you some practical things you 

can do to show your face: 

 Claim your on-line identity 

 Design a positioning statement 

 Show your face on YouTube 

There’s a lot of talk in marketing and branding circles about 

‚personal branding‛ – what a personal brand is, whether it’s 

important, how important it is, and so on. As you start showing 

your face on-line, don’t obsess about whether you’re creating a 
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‚personal brand‛. Just think about showing your personality in a 

way that enhances your connection with your on-line network. 

Claim your on-line identity 

The first step in showing your face is to claim your name in 

various on-line places. A few years ago, that simply meant getting 

your own domain name. That’s still important, but there are now 

some other importance properties as well. 

Domain name 

If possible, register the .com domain name associated with your 

name – for example, mine is GihanPerera.com. Even if you don’t 

have plans to use this immediately, it’s worth grabbing the name 

so somebody else can’t take it. If nothing else, you’ll be able to 

create e-mail addresses using that domain name (for example, 

mine is gihan@gihanperera.com), and they will remains yours 

forever, even if you change your business name or sell the 

business. 

The .com version is the best and most desirable, but you can also 

register other variations – such as .org, .net, .info; and even 

country-specific versions like .com.au. 

For example, I use: 

 GihanPerera.com for my Web site 

 GihanPerera.info for my blog 

 GihanPerera.tv for my YouTube video channel 

You can register international domain names at a big domain 

registrar like GoDaddy.com. For other country-specific names, 

you might have to find a registrar in that country. 
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Social media platforms 

Now that social media has become so popular, it’s also worth 

registering your user name on the main social media platforms – 

including Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn. The exact way you do 

this varies – for example, with Twitter it’s as simple as signing up 

with that username; for LinkedIn, you assign a specific URL to 

your profile page. 

If you’re really serious about claiming your name in as many 

places as possible, use a social media registration service like 

KnowEm.com, which registers your name with hundreds of social 

sites. However, this is not necessary unless you’re planning to 

make social media a significant part of your marketing strategy. 

Mobile platforms 

With the explosive growth of the mobile Internet, it’s also worth 

considering how people find you through their mobile phone. Of 

course, they can visit your Web site through their mobile phone’s 

browser, but you can also create a ‚QR code‛, which looks like 

this: 

 

Mobile phone users point their phone camera at this (using a 

special app that reads QR codes), and it takes them to your Web 

site. This is not just for use on the Internet; you can also include 

QR codes on your business cards, brochures, handouts, office door 

and anywhere else you like. I’ve done it in this book for the on-

line resource centre, as I described earlier (page 11). 
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The free JumpScan.com service allows you to create a QR code 

that takes users to a page where they see your name, contact 

details and links to your Web site, Twitter account and other on-

line places. 

Design a positioning statement 

Signing up to these services is the first step; the next is to create a 

public profile, so people who stumble across you get a quick 

snapshot impression of you and your business. 

Your profile has four parts: 

 Your name 

 Contact details, including a link to your Web site 

 A head-and-shoulders photograph 

 A brief but informative description 

The first three are easy (although some people are reluctant to 

share their photo!); but many people find it difficult to write the 

description. 

Frankly, it’s not easy to write a clear, succinct description of what 

you do in 100-250 words. Even if you’ve spent some time crafting 

an ‚elevator speech‛ (a 30-second sound bite designed to tell 

strangers what you do), that won’t necessarily be applicable to an 

on-line profile; and it certainly won’t be applicable to all your on-

line profiles. 

As a result, many people either make their profile too obscure by 

trying to be too clever (they say ‚Chief Experience Officer‛ instead 

of ‚Customer Service Manager‛) or they make it too vague by 

trying to make it all-encompassing (‚On-Line Strategist‛ instead 

of ‚Web Designer‛). 

Rather than aiming for a one-size-fits-all solution, be more flexible 

with your approach, and write different profile descriptions for 

different on-line places. 
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I’m going to share with you a powerful tool to help you write 

these descriptions: The Positioning Matrix7. This is a flexible 

alternative to the 30-second elevator speech, and it gives you a 

framework for writing different positioning statements for 

different contexts. 

The Positioning Matrix is a 3x3 grid with three columns: You, 

your Business and your Market. You fill in three boxes for each 

column, with more specific detail at the bottom and more abstract 

concepts at the top. 

Here is the full Positioning Matrix, showing exactly what goes in 

each box of the matrix: 

 

Let’s work through this, using examples to explain each of the 

nine boxes. 

                                                           
7 Developed by Matt Church, the founder of Thought Leaders, at 

www.thoughtleaders.com.au 

http://www.thoughtleaders.com.au/
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As it happens, the three columns You, Business and Market match 

what you should focus on for Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. So 

we’ll use these in our hypothetical examples. 

You: A Facebook profile 

When writing for Facebook, which is more casual, informal and 

personal than some other places, focus on the ‚You‛ column. The 

three boxes in this column are about you, the person: 

 Obsession: Your driving passion or obsession 

 Category: A simple – almost simplistic – description of your 

current role or job description 

 History: A few relevant qualifications from your past 

For example, a management consultant might write something 

like this: 

‚[Category] I’m a management consultant [History] with 30 

years’ experience in corporate Australia, [Obsession] and with 

a passion for making teams more productive.‛ 

That’s not very exciting, but it’s a good start – and you can then 

expand on it. 

Notice this example starts with the middle box of the column first, 

then the bottom box, then the top. In practice, you can combine 

them in any order; but this order seems very natural for many 

people. 

As another example, an accountant might say: 

‚[Category] I’m a tax accountant [History] who has worked 

with over 200 small business owners in Adelaide. [Obsession] 

My passion is to help people achieve their personal dreams 

through their business.‛ 
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Business: A Twitter profile 

Twitter is also a personal social media platform, but it’s more 

acceptable to use it for business purposes. So your Twitter profile 

should talk about you (as before), but can also be extended to talk 

briefly about your business. 

In addition to the three sections for You as described above 

(Category, History and Obsession), you add these three sections: 

 Uniqueness: What makes your business different 

 Analogy: An analogy or metaphor for your business 

 Story: A case study, example, anecdote or fact 

For example, the management consultant might write: 

‚[Analogy] Think of me as the GPS navigation for your car: 

You’re the driver, but I’ll help you reach your destination. 

[Story] One of my clients saved $20,000 per person in their 

team. [Uniqueness] What makes me different is I’m so 

confident of success I don’t ask you to pay me until you 

successfully finish your project.‛ 

The accountant might say: 

‚[Analogy] I’m the personal trainer for your financial fitness. 

[Story] Our average client doubles their business in 4 years, 

while reducing their workload to a 3-day week. [Uniqueness] 

What makes me different is I only work with restaurants, 

clubs and pubs – so I know and understand your industry.‛ 

Market: A LinkedIn profile 

LinkedIn is the most business-oriented of the three major social 

media platforms, and it’s intended to help you build business 

connections. So it’s appropriate for your LinkedIn profile to have a 

more formal and professional slant, with a focus on your target 

market. 
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That’s where the third column of the Positioning Matrix comes in: 

 Purpose: What is their real business goal? 

 Problems: What problems do you solve for your customers? 

 Solutions: What solutions do you offer to these problems? 

Our hypothetical management consultant might write: 

‚[Problems] Many managers say to me, ‘I know we could be 

more productive’. [Solutions] I offer workshops, coaching and 

in-house consulting programs to help you overcome your 

team’s productivity problems – [Purpose] because I know your 

main goal is not just productivity, but to be the market 

leader.‛ 

For the accountant: 

‚[Problems] Most restaurant owners run on a tight budget 

because they don’t know their cash flow for the next month. 

[Solutions] My consulting program will show you how to plan 

ahead, so you can make sound financial decisions at least 12 

months in advance. [Purpose] I know you don’t want to be 

worried about paying the bills; you want to be serving your 

customers and building a long-term profitable business.‛ 

Put it all together in a video 

The next step in showing your face is to do it literally: In an on-

line video, which you publish on YouTube.com (and then copy to 

your Web site). 

Many people are uncomfortable with recording a video, but it’s 

not as difficult as you might think. The recording technology is 

easy (you can do it on your computer’s webcam); you don’t need 

studio quality production; and YouTube makes it easy to publish 

to the Internet. 
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All that’s left is to write your script – and even that is easy, now 

you’ve completed your Positioning Matrix. The nine components 

of the Positioning Matrix make up the perfect script for an 

engaging, informal, 2-3 minute video clip introducing yourself 

and your business8. 

To write the script, simply walk through all nine components of 

the Positioning Matrix in an order that feels comfortable to you 

(You’ll have to experiment to find what seems the most natural). 

For example, one common sequence is to do the You column, 

followed by Market, followed by Business; with the rows in each 

column in the sequence I’ve given you earlier. 

For our management consultant, that looks like this: 

‚Hi, I’m Holly McGee, and [Category] I’m a management 

consultant [History] with 30 years’ experience in corporate 

Australia, [Obsession] and with a passion for making teams 

more productive. 

[Problems] Many managers say to me, ‘I know we could be 

more productive’. [Solutions] I offer workshops, coaching and 

in-house consulting programs to help you overcome your 

team’s productivity problems – [Purpose] because I know your 

main goal is not just productivity, but to be the market leader. 

 [Analogy] Think of me as the GPS navigation for your car – 

you’ll be the driver, but I’ll help you get to your destination. 

[Story] One of my clients saved $20,000 per person in their 

team. [Uniqueness] What makes me different is I’m so 

confident of success I don’t ask you to pay me until you 

successfully finish your project. 

                                                           
8 This is just one of the many uses for the Positioning Matrix. For more, 

including using it as a business networking tool, read the book Thought 

Leaders, by Matt Church, Michael Henderson and Scott Stein – available at 

www.MattChurch.com. 

http://www.mattchurch.com/
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So if you’d like to find out more about how I can help you and 

your organisation, please visit my Web site <‛ 

Read that aloud and you’ll find it flows very smoothly. 

For our accountant example, let’s vary the sequence – just to show 

it still flows smoothly. We’ll start with the middle row, and then 

jump randomly around the other six sections: 

‚Hi, I’m Richard Coles, [Category] a tax accountant who works 

with restaurant owners. [Problems] Most restaurant owners 

run on a tight budget because they don’t know their cash flow 

for the next month. [Analogy] Think of me as the personal 

trainer for your financial fitness. [Solutions] My consulting 

program will show you how to plan ahead, so you can make 

sound financial decisions at least 12 months in advance. 

[Purpose] I know you don’t want to be worried about paying 

the bills; you want to be serving your customers and building 

a long-term profitable business. [Obsession] My passion is to 

help people like you achieve their personal dreams through 

their business. [History] I’ve worked with over 200 small 

business owners in Adelaide, and [Story] our average client 

doubles their business in 4 years, while reducing their 

workload to a 3-day week. [Uniqueness] What makes me 

different is I only work with restaurants, clubs and pubs – so I 

know and understand your industry. 

So if you’d like to find out more about how I can help you and 

your restaurant, please visit my Web site <‛ 

See how easy it is? 

So write your script and get ready to record it. 
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Of course, there is some technical knowledge required to shoot a 

good video, and for that I turned to video marketing expert Nigel 

Collin, who kindly agreed to share his expertise here9: 

 Speak to one person: Many presenters fall into the trap of 

presenting to the masses. Although video is a mass medium, 

you’re usually just presenting to one person at a time. So 

when presenting to camera, present as if you are only talking 

to one person. 

 Look through the lens: Have you ever been talking with 

someone and noticed they really aren’t listening or engaged in 

the conversation? They might be making eye contact, but you 

can see they are not connected. To avoid that effect in your 

video, don’t look at the lens – look through the lens (through 

the lens and beyond the back of the camera) and this will 

soften your focus. 

 Just have a conversation: Presenting to camera is simply about 

having a conversation with someone. Just tell them what you 

want to say, in a conversational and informal tone. 

 Don’t be a presenter – just be yourself: The worst thing you can 

do when presenting on camera is to ‘present’, because that 

shows us the robotic, mechanical version of you, and not the 

real you.  To be Zen about it, ‚To present is not to present‛, 

because as soon as you put on the façade of a presenter we 

lose you. Just be yourself. 

 Be on before you’re on: It’s hard to do a good job of presenting if 

you’re not in the right mental space or don’t have the right 

energy. So get yourself in the right mood before you start. 

 Know your stuff: You can’t possibly be real or genuine on 

camera if you are thinking about what you are saying, because 

                                                           
9 Nigel mentors and coaches presenters on how to connect on camera. For 

more about his work, you can visit presentingoncamera.com or email 

camera@nigelcollin.com. 

mailto:presentingoncamera.com
mailto:camera@nigelcollin.com
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you won’t be connecting – and it will show. Know what you 

are going to say, why you are saying it, what it means to you 

and how it affects the other person. 

 Keep it simple: Video is a great communication medium unless 

you clutter it with too much information. Keep it simple: Have 

one message per video, use a simple background and keep the 

graphic and titles simple. Leave the tricky visual effects to the 

professionals. Your job is to communicate, so keep it neat and 

clean. 

 Get decent audio and lighting: It is worth investing in a decent 

camera, lighting and audio. If it looks amateurish (for 

example, grainy video, poor sound quality or dim light), then 

those qualities will be connected to you. So make the effort 

and talk to a professional about what you need to look your 

best. 

The most important thing you can do to get better at on-line video 

is to keep doing it. There really is no substitute for practice and 

experience, so don’t aim to get it perfect the first time. 

But wait – there’s more! 

The Positioning Matrix, which I 

described on page 30, is a very 

powerful tool. The version I shared 

in this chapter is adapted from the 

original version, which was 

designed for positioning yourself 

in networking events. However, it 

goes even further, and you can use 

it in any part of your business 

where you need to describe 

yourself, your products or your services. 

If you visit the book’s on-line resource centre, you’ll find an audio 

program of me interviewing Matt Church about the Positioning 
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Matrix. See page 11 for information about the on-line resource 

centre, or use the QR code here with your phone to go to it 

immediately: 

 

So what’s next? 

So now you’ve created a personal face to your business. But that’s 

not enough. Just having a well-known personality doesn’t make 

you an authority – it simply makes you a celebrity. 

There’s nothing wrong with that in itself. For example, world-

class entrepreneur Richard Branson’s larger-than-life personality 

has made him a celebrity, and he leverages that celebrity to 

promote the Virgin brand at every opportunity. However, that 

celebrity alone doesn’t make him an authority. 

The next step in becoming an authority is to ensure you 

consistently deliver value. So let’s turn our attention to how to 

deliver value in your marketing. 
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Lead With Value: 
Familiarity Breeds Content 

Danielle (not her real name) owns a business that imports and 

sells Belgian chocolates in Australia, and she asked me for help 

with her Internet marketing. 

I asked her whether she would consider positioning herself as an 

expert. I wasn’t suggesting she became an expert in selling Belgian 

chocolates, because that’s just like any other supplier of those 

products. Rather, what I had in mind was that she becomes an 

expert in solving her customers’ problems. For example: 

 She could be an expert in ‚fine chocolate‛. She could advise 

customers on what chocolate suits each season, what 

chocolate is most appropriate for special occasions, what 

wines and coffee go with certain chocolate, how to make your 

own chocolate, the history of chocolate, and so on. 

 Taking a broader view, she could become an expert in ‚fine 

food‛, going beyond chocolate to the whole culinary 

experience. 

 Going even broader, she could become an expert in, say, 

‚shared decadence‛! The mind boggles. 

Unfortunately, Danielle was reluctant to position herself as an 

expert, and just wanted to do more ‚traditional‛ Internet 

marketing things, like a promotional newsletter, special offers, 

Google advertising, and the like. I referred her to somebody else, 

and I wish her luck, but I feel for her, because it will be a struggle 

in this fast, flat and free world. 
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Here’s the point 

The conventional wisdom from marketing consultants has been, 

‚Be a better marketer of what you do than a doer of what you do‛. 

In other words, the best marketer wins. 

Although that’s still true to some extent – I’m sure you know of 

people with great business ideas who couldn’t market them – the 

balance is shifting. To succeed now, especially on-line, you need 

to offer real value, not just marketing gimmicks. 

Internet users see so much advertising they ignore it – sometimes 

even subconsciously. This is especially true now, where we expect 

to find content – and great content – free. Big companies with 

deep pockets can still succeed by throwing a lot of money into 

advertising campaigns, but most business owners can’t. 

That’s why you need to lead your marketing with value instead. 

Most Internet users go on-line to find out how to do something 

rather than to buy something. They might buy eventually, but 

they’re looking for information first. 

One of my favourite actors, Steve Martin, when asked for his 

secret to success, put it this way: 

‚Be so good they can’t ignore you.‛ 

That’s the approach to take in your marketing, and it all starts with 

your expertise. The more you can establish yourself as an expert 

(and even better, as the expert), the greater the leverage you have 

in your business. 

If you’re just the same as everybody else, you’ll be compared with 

everybody else – on price, quality, speed of delivery, customer 

service, and so on. But when you position yourself as an expert, 

your expertise will count for more than any of these other factors 

(If you need a heart transplant, you don’t say, ‚Get me the 

cheapest heart surgeon‛!) 
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Why become an expert? 

Your expertise gives you the ability to leverage yourself into a 

position of choice with your customers – for a number of reasons: 

 You stop competing on price: Your customers choose you 

because of your expertise, not because of price. 

 You deliver value: When you establish a clear and direct 

connection between your price and the increased value you 

bring to your customers, your price becomes an investment 

rather than a cost. 

 You stamp out the competition: Most businesses set themselves 

up as ‚shops‛, not as ‚resource centres‛. If you’re one of the 

few that delivers expertise rather than pushing products, 

you’ll have a clear competitive advantage. 

 You work with your customers: Being an expert puts you in a 

different position in your customer’s mind. An expert is a 

trusted adviser who helps the customer to make a buying 

decision, not one of the many outsiders selling their wares. 

 You solve problems: Customers seeking your products and 

services are asking the question, ‚How can I solve problem 

X?‛, not ‚Where can I buy product/service Y?‛ Salespeople 

and order takers address the latter question, but experts make 

the real connections, because they answer the former question 

and provide advice. 

So even if you’ve never thought of yourself as an expert, it’s time 

to start thinking that way now! 

If you were the world’s leading expert in this area, what would 

you know? What would you say? How would you communicate 

with people in that market? What would you read? What would 

you write? Then behave as if you were that expert. This is not 

about faking it or deceiving your customers; it’s about becoming an 

expert, and then leading with that in your marketing. 



 Lead With Value 43 

 

For example: 

 If you own a retail shop, you can advise your customers on 

how best to use the products you sell. 

 If you’re a real estate agent, be an expert about the long-term 

property market (which suits investors), an expert in interior 

design (which suits your vendor customers) or an expert in 

lifestyle (which suits your buyer customers). 

 If you own a book shop, be an expert in a certain genre, or in 

out-of-print and hard-to-find books, or in literacy standards, 

or in reading as a way to tackle world poverty. 

 If you’re an accountant, position yourself differently by 

increasing your portfolio of services to include financial 

planning, wealth creation and even business coaching. 

The more you’re seen as an expert, the easier it is to market 

yourself on the Internet. If you can deliver high-quality content 

regularly, the ‚marketing‛ happens automatically. 

Be consistent 

I spent a month in Auckland, New Zealand, in November 2010; 

and one of the simple pleasures during my stay was buying from 

‚The White Lady‛, a mobile hamburger stand that parked itself 

every night on a street corner near my apartment: 
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The White Lady is an Auckland icon, which has been in operation 

since 1948. Its most impressive feature is not its longevity, but its 

consistency. When I said it’s been there every night, I really do 

mean every night. It has a proud history of being open every night 

for decades, except for a few weeks in 1998 when Auckland 

suffered a major power outage. 

Make consistency your goal as well in delivering high-quality 

content. Success on-line is not an event; it’s a process. 

This is a daunting prospect for some, who worry about how much 

work they think they need to do in order to create a consistent on-

line presence. The good news is it doesn’t have to be difficult, as 

long as you leverage your expertise. 

In the rest of this chapter, I’m going to describe a step-by-step 

system to create and publish a year’s worth of high-quality 

content based on your expertise. 

Broadly, the system goes like this: 

1. Identify the key problems in your target market’s mind. 

2. Write an article about each problem, highlighting the problem 

and leading the reader to a solution. 

3. Publish these articles, one a month, in different places. 

 

Let’s look at each step in turn. 

identify 
problems

problem #1 article

leverage

leverage

leverageproblem #2 article

problem #3 article
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Identify their problems 

The first step is to know the problems that concern your target 

market. What are the biggest questions, concerns, worries, 

aspirations and goals that you can help them solve? 

If you don’t know your market well enough yet, skip ahead to the 

Give Them What They Want chapter (page 89), where we discuss 

this in more detail. Go ahead – I’ll wait ... 

Write articles 

The next step is to write an article about each problem. Aim to 

write a compelling, informative article, not just a promotional 

sales letter. However, you do want to promote yourself as well in 

the article – that’s part of the reason you’re writing it. 

To combine these two competing requirements, I’ve created a 

simple five-step process for writing a high-quality article. I call 

this the PIPES process: 

1. State the problem using their own words 

2. Explain the implications (costs and negative consequences) 

3. Point out the possibilities if there wasn’t a problem 

4. Give a brief explanation of how they can solve it 

5. Tell them what solution you offer to help them 

By following this process, you’re taking your readers on a journey. 

You start out with a problem, and you end up with offering your 

solutions. In the middle, you elaborate on the problem, so they 

really see how much it’s costing them, and you also show them 

what life could be like if they fix it. 

Even if you don’t have much writing experience, you’ll find this 

process fairly easy to follow – and you might be surprised how 

well your articles turn out. 
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The beauty of the PIPES process is you’re informing and 

promoting at the same time. The first four steps provide high-

quality information, and it’s only at the last step that you do any 

promotion. That’s about the right mix in an article: About 80% 

content and at most 20% self-promotion. 

As an example, let’s write an article for a mortgage broker writing 

for potential customers who worry about the hidden bank fees on 

their home loan (I’m neither a banker nor a mortgage broker, so 

I’m simply inventing numbers and calculations in this example). 

Problem: 

‚When you choose a bank loan, you can easily see the interest 

rate advertised by the bank. But what about the bank’s other 

fees and charges? It’s difficult to compare offers from different 

banks, so you never know exactly how much you’re paying.‛ 

Implications: 

‚If you read the fine print carefully, you might discover these 

other charges. But even if you find them, they don’t look like 

much – for example, $2 for an ATM transaction here, and a 

few dollars for a service fee there. Surely that can’t amount to 

much, right? 

Wrong! Those few dollars here and there all add up. You see, 

all those fees get added to your loan. This means you keep 

getting charged interest on those fees. And because of the 

effect of compound interest, each dollar you’re charged in fees 

ends up costing you $527 dollars over your 25-year loan!‛ 

Possibilities: 

‚So you can see on a typical home loan of $250,000 over 25 

years, you end up paying $15,247 in extra interest because of 

those hidden fees! 
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Just imagine what you could have done with that $15,000! 

That’s enough for a pretty serious renovation job on your new 

home. Or a holiday to Bali for the family. Or ... (etc.)‛ 

Explanation: 

‚So how do you avoid this trap? Well, there are three things 

you should do when you’re checking out a bank’s loans: 

1. Visit the Cannex Web site at www.cannex.com.au, where 

you can compare the mortgage offerings from all the major 

financial institutions in Australia. 

2. Ask the bank’s loan officer for a copy of the loan agreement, 

and the chart of fees. Take them away, and make a note of all 

the fees and charges. 

3. Learn what all the terminology means, so you know exactly 

what you will be paying for.‛ 

Solution: 

‚The other thing you can do is to talk to me! As a mortgage 

broker, I’ve done in-depth research on all the major loans 

available in Australia, and I can tell you exactly how much 

each of them will cost you. 

Sure, you can do all the research yourself, and if you’ve got 

the time to do it that way, then good luck to you! But I know, 

when talking to hundreds of families looking for home loans, 

time is their most precious commodity. I can help you save 

time. 

The best part is our service is free. That’s right – you don’t pay 

me a cent. I get paid by the bank for bringing them a new 

customer, but it won’t cost you a thing. 

To find out more, contact me on <‛ 

That’s all it takes to write a simple, high-quality article! 
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Of course, this is not the only way to structure an article, but it’s 

fairly easy to follow, even if you’re a novice writer. For now, just 

follow the steps exactly as I’ve written them. When you get more 

experienced, you might choose to vary the process. 

Here are some tips for each step of this process: 

 Problems: Use the reader’s language, so you engage them 

immediately. That’s why the mortgage broker says ‚bank 

loan‛ rather than ‚finance product‛. 

 Implications: Where possible, use facts, data, research, 

calculations and numbers to point out the costs. But don’t 

forget to include emotional costs such as stress, frustration 

and anger as well. 

 Possibilities: Link the possibilities as closely as possible to 

fixing the problem (‚The money you save can pay for your 

next holiday‛). Don’t be tempted to extrapolate too much, or 

you risk losing credibility (‚The money you save could save 

your marriage!‛). 

 Explanation: Give them a real (albeit brief) process for solving 

the problem. Don’t hold back a secret step that forces them to 

contact you. Your intent here is to provide value, so don’t 

leave them feeling cheated. 

 Solution: You’ve provided a lot of value by now, so you’ve 

earned the right to promote yourself. Give them a clear 

description of the service or product you offer, and include a 

clear call to action. 

Leverage 

If you follow this process for writing 10-12 articles, you’ll have an 

excellent collection of high-quality content you can share with 

your network. For example, even if you do nothing else but fax 

one article a month to your top ten customers, you’ll be doing 

much more than almost anybody else in your industry. 



 Lead With Value 49 

 

But we want to get even more value from these articles, and the 

fax is so twentieth-century! So let’s look at how you can leverage 

these articles on-line. 

Note, by the way, I’m giving you here a minimum content strategy. 

You can – and should – consider other ways to leverage your 

expertise as well, but use this as a starting point. 

E-mail newsletter 

Once a month, publish an e-mail newsletter featuring one of these 

articles. You can include some self-promotion in the newsletter as 

well, but most of the newsletter is this feature article. 

We’ll talk more about e-mail newsletters in the Make Connections 

chapter (page 138). 

Blog 

Once a month, publish an article to your blog. This can be the 

same article you publish to your newsletter, but don’t publish 

them both on the same day. Instead, stagger them about a week or 

two apart, so the people who subscribe to both don’t get the same 

content twice on the same day. 

If you don’t have a blog yet, get one! It’s one of the most powerful 

on-line tools you have for establishing yourself as an authority. 

Unlike your e-mail newsletter, your blog remains permanently on 

the Internet, just like a Web site (In fact, a blog is a Web site). 

You can create a blog free at Blogger.com or Posterous.com. 

Serious Internet marketers use WordPress rather than Blogger or 

Posterous; but you don’t need the extra features of WordPress. 

Article directories 

Once a month, publish an article in an article directory. Article 

directories are Web sites for sharing articles (Think ‚YouTube for 

articles‛). Anybody can submit their articles to these sites, and 
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other people have the right to copy and use them, as long as they 

give appropriate credit to the author. 

There are many article directories available, but I recommend you 

focus on just one or two. One of the best is EzineArticles.com, and 

you can search Google for others. 

Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn 

Set up your blog so every new blog post goes to Twitter and 

Facebook (The simple TwitterFeed.com service automates this 

process). Also connect LinkedIn to Twitter, so your blog posts also 

appear automatically on your LinkedIn page. This automates the 

distribution of your articles to these social media platforms. 

Even if you don’t do anything else on Twitter, Facebook or 

LinkedIn, once a month you’re publishing a high-quality article to 

all three platforms. Even though this is the bare minimum I 

recommend, it’s still a lot more than most businesses do! 

Of course, you can do more with social media, and we’ll explore 

this in the next chapter. 

Podcast 

Read an article out loud, record it as an audio file, and publish it 

to your podcast. 

A podcast is an audio newsletter. In principle, it’s like an e-mail 

newsletter, with subscribers who opt in to receive messages, and 

they get the messages automatically when you publish them. 

However, instead of receiving articles in their e-mail in-box, they 

receive audio clips in their podcast software and on their audio 

player. 

Many businesses don’t have podcasts – which gives you the 

perfect opportunity to take a lead position in your industry. And 

because you’re simply reading your articles out loud, you don’t 

have to spend extra time finding new material for your podcast. 
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Video 

The next step is to produce a video version of your article (with 

you speaking to camera), which you publish to YouTube. Don’t 

read the article word for word; instead, talk through the content in 

a natural conversational voice. You’ll find the PIPES process lends 

itself to a natural sequence for a video presentation. 

See the Show Your Face chapter (page 34) for Nigel Collin’s hints 

on producing better video. 

Slide show 

Convert each article into a PowerPoint presentation (or Keynote 

on the Mac), again following the PIPES sequence that’s already in 

the article content. 

The slide show might only have seven slides: A cover slide with 

the article title, a slide for each of the five PIPES steps, and a 

closing slide with your contact information. Each of the five 

internal slides would have a brief summary of that point (don’t 

copy the text verbatim from the article – that’s a poor presentation 

slide!) and perhaps a relevant picture to accompany it. 

After you create the presentation, upload it to the free 

Slideshare.com service, where other people can watch it (Think of 

Slideshare as ‚YouTube for PowerPoint‛).  

Special report 

So far we’ve only looked at techniques for making use of one 

article at a time. But we’re not done yet – we can get even more 

leverage by combining articles. 

The next step is to take a handful of the articles and combine them 

into a special report called, say, “The Seven Biggest Mistake Business 

Owners Make With Their Web Site” or “The Five Essential Keys to a 

Persuasive Presentation”, or whatever is appropriate for your 

business. 
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Write this in Microsoft Word (or Pages on a Mac); add an 

introduction promoting you and your business; and end with a 

closing page with your contact details. Then convert it to PDF 

format (Zamzar.com will do this for you) and give it away to as 

many people as possible. 

Webinars 

Take the content of the report and present a webinar every three 

months on that same topic (‚The Seven Biggest Mistakes‛, etc.). 

The purpose of the webinar is to bring more people into your 

network by providing them with exceptional content. 

Webinars do take some skill and practice, so they are not for 

everybody. However, if you take the time to learn the technology 

and practice presenting webinars, you’ll find they are extremely 

powerful marketing tools. 

Even if you’re not a skilled presenter, 

you can run effective webinars, 

especially because you don’t have to 

design the presentation from nothing – 

most of it is already in the articles 

you’ve written! 

For more about preparing, promoting 

and presenting effective webinars, you 

can get my book Webinar Smarts from 

WebinarSmarts.com. 

Putting it all together 

If you write 10-12 articles and diligently follow these steps, you’ll 

find you have created a full year’s worth of content for your 

newsletter, blog, podcast, Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, YouTube 

and Slideshare! You also have a powerful special report that’s 

being passed around the Internet; and you’re running regular 

promotional webinars as well. 

http://www.webinarsmarts.com/
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Here’s a summary of the process I’ve just described: 

 

As a result, you will be producing a lot of high-value content that 

demonstrates your expertise. More importantly, you’ll be leading 

all your marketing efforts by delivering value – and that’s what 

your market wants. 

But wait – there’s more! 

The process I’ve just described is very 

powerful, even though the strategy itself 

is very simple. I have only given you an 

overview here, but this should be 

enough for you to understand the basic 

principles. 

If you visit the book’s on-line resource 

centre, you can watch a recording of a 

one-hour webinar I conducted, describing this process in more 

detail. 

Article 

Text

Newsletter

Blog

Article 
directory

Social 
Media

Twitter

Facebook

LinkedIn

Multimedia

Podcast

Video

Slide show

Group

Special 
report

Webinar
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See page 11 for information about the on-line resource centre, or 

use the QR code here with your phone to go to it immediately: 

 

So what’s next? 

The system I’ve given you here ensures you’re delivering value 

consistently and regularly (like The White Lady in Auckland). 

This positions you as an expert. 

So you’re more than a celebrity, but not yet an authority. Experts 

know things; authorities are known. So let’s look at the third – and 

most important – step in becoming an authority: Investing in your 

reputation. 
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Invest in Reputation: 
Talk Your Walk 

Garr Reynolds is the author of the excellent book Presentation Zen, 

which I bought a few years ago. When he released his next book 

The Naked Presenter, I had no hesitation buying it. But I bought it in 

a different way. 

I bought the first book in the traditional way – while browsing for 

books at a major book store. But I bought the second directly from 

Garr’s recommendation on his blog. I subscribe to his blog and 

follow him on Twitter because he delivers high-quality content 

regularly. So when I saw him announce his new book, I jumped at 

the chance to buy it. I clicked the Amazon.com link in his blog and 

bought the Kindle version to read in my e-book reader. 

I bought the book because Garr Reynolds had built up such a 

strong on-line reputation that the decision was a ‚no-brainer‛. In 

fact, even if I hadn’t read his first book, I would have bought the 

second, because of his reputation – in his blog, on Twitter, in 

YouTube videos, and from what other experts say about him. 

Here’s the point 

Not so long ago, the only place people could find you on-line was 

on your Web site. But now – thanks to broadband Internet access, 

easy publishing platforms, and better software – ordinary people 

can, and do, publish on-line without needing Web design skills. 

As a result, many people will hear about you on-line before they 

ever visit your Web site. A few might stumble across it anyway; 

but many more will expect to find you somewhere else first. This 

means you have to establish, build and nurture your on-line 

reputation in a number of places – not just on your Web site. 
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Think of your on-line presence like the Solar System, with your 

Web site – the Sun – in the middle, and other planets orbiting it: 

 

The innermost planets are for sharing your expertise – your blog, 

e-mail newsletter, podcast, special report and YouTube videos. 

We discussed these in the previous chapter. 

The outermost planets are the other on-line places where you 

build your reputation. This includes the major social media 

platforms (Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn) as well as niche on-

line communities. That’s what we will explore in this chapter. 

Specifically, we’re going to look at these ways to build and 

enhance your reputation: 

 How to extend your reach, so your influence goes further in 

reaching your target market 

 How to deepen your field, so you build an internal reputation 

with peers and colleagues 

 How to encourage your team to build their own on-line 

reputation as well 
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 How to tread with care, so you don’t inadvertently harm your 

reputation with a single foolish act 

 How to monitor your reputation, so you can detect problems 

and act quickly to resolve them 

Before we start, I’ll share this message from American basketball 

player and coach John Wooden: 

‚Be more concerned with your character than your reputation, 

because your character is what you really are, while your 

reputation is merely what others think you are.‛ 

Replace ‚character‛ with ‚expertise‛, and this reminds us that 

although this chapter is primarily about your on-line reputation, 

remember it always builds on your value and expertise. 

Extend your reach 

Choose your network 

It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by the sheer volume of social 

networks, on-line networks and membership sites you could join. 

Don’t spread yourself too thin. Choose a few networks that seem 

the most relevant, and focus your energies there. By all means, 

join others to explore them; but be ruthless in cutting your ties if 

you find they are not giving value. 

For example, rather than trying to master both Facebook and 

LinkedIn, give one a higher priority. If your business deals with 

other businesses, LinkedIn is probably a better social network for 

you than Facebook; and if it deals mostly with consumers, it’s the 

other way around. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be part of 

both (you should), but focus and prioritise appropriately. 

Apply the same principle to the smaller niche communities you 

join. For example, one of my key target markets is ‚infopreneurs‛ 

– people who make money by teaching their ideas. Fortunately for 
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me, the membership community ThoughtLeadersCentral.com 

includes many infopreneurs. So, rather than creating a stand-alone 

Facebook page or LinkedIn group, I’m active within that 

community, which puts me among the people I want to work with 

– even though it’s not as far-reaching as Facebook or LinkedIn. 

Choose your friends 

Some networks are primarily for business; others are primarily for 

social use; and others can be for both. If the network allows you to 

choose how you connect with different people, choose carefully. 

Broadly, there are four groups: 

 Personal connections (family and friends): If you invite only 

family and friends, then you’re using this purely for social 

reasons. There’s nothing wrong with this choice, but be 

careful about later extending it to business contacts, in case 

you’re exposing too much of your personal life. 

 Business colleagues: If you invite professional colleagues, you’re 

building up your business network, so you do have to be 

more appropriate and professional. Your brand and 

reputation are on show, so don’t post pictures of drunken 

parties or other potentially embarrassing personal situations. 

However, you can still share things you wouldn’t discuss with 

customers. 

 Customers: Now you’re including customers in your network, 

so you have to be even more careful about what you share.  

 Strangers: The broadest choice is to invite and accept strangers 

into your network. Although this increases your reach, it also 

gives you less freedom. For instance, you might think twice 

about telling people you’re enjoying a holiday in Europe if it 

means you’re telling burglars your home is empty. 

This might seem obvious now, but it’s easy to make a careless 

mistake in practice, and that can damage your on-line reputation. 

There are many stories of Facebook users who inadvertently 
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shared embarrassing personal information with business 

colleagues; and equally, there are cases where people 

inappropriately pushed business-related material onto their 

friends and family. 

Participate! 

Joining a network isn’t enough to build an on-line reputation; you 

have to participate in it as well. That’s obvious, but this is one area 

that worries some people, who think they need to spend all day 

on these networks to build their reputation. That doesn’t have to 

be the case. There are people who are constantly updating 

Facebook and Twitter, but you don’t have to be one of them. 

Instead, note this quotation attributed to Benjamin Franklin: 

‚It takes many good deeds to build a good reputation, and 

only one bad one to lose it.‛ 

This is usually quoted as a warning about the one bad deed; but 

I’m using it here to emphasise the many good deeds. For most 

businesses, building an on-line reputation is a series of many small 

good deeds. So it is a commitment, but not a large commitment. 

Your goal is to be a valuable member of the community, not to 

push your products and services. Focus on helping, not 

promoting, and your reputation will grow. 

For example, here’s a tweet from one of my Twitter followers: 

 

This cryptic-looking message is from Megan Berghuis (Twitter 

name @killermousemml), who is endorsing and forwarding one of 

my tweets, about an article by marketing expert John Jantsch. 

That’s how these communities work. Megan and I are sharing 

valuable information with our followers, and that enhances our 
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value to them. In turn, John benefits because our networks get to 

know about him; and I benefit because Megan’s network gets to 

know about me. None of us profit directly from this message, but 

we might get indirect benefits. 

Let’s look at 20 easy, practical ways to participate in various on-

line communities. Each of these takes less than ten minutes to do, 

so they only take discipline, not a big time commitment. 

LinkedIn: 

1. Expand your LinkedIn network by connecting with somebody 

new (somebody you know who you’re not currently 

connected to on LinkedIn). 

2. Look through your LinkedIn connections, and write a 

recommendation for somebody you know. Be sincere, specific 

and brief. 

3. LinkedIn groups are for members with common interests. Join 

a relevant group and contribute to a discussion. Be positive in 

your comments and build on existing comments in the 

discussion, especially if you’re new to the group. 

4. Browse the ‚Answers‛ section on LinkedIn, and answer a 

question in your area of expertise. LinkedIn shows these 

questions and answers to people beyond your direct 

connections, so this is a good way to demonstrate your 

expertise to more people. 

Twitter: 

5. Promote somebody else on Twitter – an award they have won, 

an event they are running, a book they have written, a sale 

they are offering, and so on. 

6. Check Twitter right now, find something you like (for 

example, a link to an interesting Web site or blog post), and 

re-tweet it to your network. This helps the original tweeter, 

because you’re sharing her insights with your network; and it 
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helps you, because you become known among your followers 

as a source of valuable information. 

7. Find an interesting article, blog post or Web site, and send it 

to your Twitter followers. 

8. Thank somebody publicly on Twitter. Include their Twitter 

name (e.g. @gihanperera) so they see it, but the main purpose 

is to tell your followers why you’re grateful to that person. 

Facebook: 

9. Look through your friends’ recent status updates, find one 

you like, and click the ‚Like‛ link next to that update. It’s a 

simple way to give a small note of encouragement to a friend, 

customer or colleague. It also helps them spread the word, 

because this appears in your status update, which means your 

other friends see it.  

10. Look through your friends’ recent status updates, find 

something you can comment on, and add a comment. 

Facebook is primarily for connecting with family and friends, 

so you don’t have to write anything clever or profound. Just 

something simple and sincere will do. 

11. Search for interesting groups or business pages on Facebook, 

join one that looks relevant, and contribute to a discussion. 

12. Connect with somebody new on Facebook (somebody you 

know personally, but isn’t already a Facebook friend). 

Reviews: 

13. Write a review on Amazon.com for a book you read and liked. 

You don’t have to write a long review – just a few paragraphs 

will do. This not only boosts your own Internet presence, it 

also helps the author promote their book, and helps other 

customers learn more about the book before buying it. Some 

authors monitor their book reviews, and might even send you 

a personal thank-you e-mail.  
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14. What are your favourite apps on your smart phone? Pick one, 

and write a positive review for it in the iTunes App Store or 

the Android Market. App developers rely on these reviews 

and ratings to encourage more people to download or buy 

their apps. So help them by praising the apps you like.  

15. If you enjoy listening to a particular podcast regularly, take a 

few minutes to write a positive review for it in the iTunes 

Store. This helps the podcast author, because it makes them 

feel valued, it boosts their ranking in iTunes, and it 

encourages other comments as well. 

16. Many podcasts also have an accompanying Web site, so visit 

that site and leave a positive comment there as well. 

Commenting: 

17. Find a blog post you enjoyed reading, and write a positive 

comment on that post. Bloggers love comments on their blog 

(it makes them feel valued, it gives them valuable feedback 

about what they wrote, and it encourages others to comment 

as well), so they will appreciate you taking the time to write a 

comment. 

18. Find a video you like on YouTube, and add a comment. These 

videos don’t necessarily have to be work-related, but of course 

they can’t be inappropriate. YouTube has a handy option to 

automatically notify your Twitter and Facebook followers 

every time you comment, so use that for greater leverage. 

19. Comment in an on-line discussion group you’ve joined. If 

possible, add to the discussion in your comment, rather than 

just saying, ‚I love it!‛ or ‚Thank you‛. If you can’t think of 

anything new, simply explain why you liked it (how you 

applied the idea, what insights you got from it, and so on). 

20. Think of two people in your network who don’t yet know 

each other – but should – and introduce them to each other. 

All you have to do is send an e-mail to both, explaining briefly 

what each other does and why you think they should connect. 
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They now have each other’s e-mail address, so leave it to them 

to follow up if they wish.  

That gives you 20 ideas you can use immediately to build your on-

line reputation – and that’s just a small sample of what you can 

do. I’ve limited this list to general ideas anybody could use, but of 

course you might find more specific things as well, based on the 

on-line communities you participate in. 

Deepen your field 

Some of the on-line communities you join are not of your 

customers, but of peers and colleagues – in the same way you 

might be a member of an industry association. Some of these on-

line communities are part of a bigger social network (for example, 

a specific LinkedIn group); others stand alone. 

Many of the same rules and principles apply in these 

communities, but you have to be even more careful about self-

promotion, because this is not your market. On the other hand, 

they might be the people who most want to help you succeed. 

To reconcile these competing ideas, follow these three principles: 

 Market through your network, not to your network. 

 Give them the bumper sticker, not the brochure. 

 Let them opt in, not opt out. 

Marketing through your network means they help you get 

business rather than buying directly from you. For example: 

 Ask them to give you endorsements on LinkedIn. 

 Look for joint venture partners, affiliates and other 

collaborators from among your network. 

 Invite people to attend your events free, but ask them to bring 

a prospective customer. 

 Ask them to forward your free report to their network. 
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 Ask them to introduce you to somebody in their network 

(This was a key founding principle of LinkedIn). 

 Tell them what you’re doing, and ask for help. 

 Craft an informative, persuasive profile, so when they do 

want more information, you have it available. 

Giving them the ‚bumper sticker‛ means you give them a brief 

description, and let them choose whether they’d like to know 

more. For example, if you update your Facebook status to say 

you’re ‚planning a goal setting seminar in December‛, you are 

promoting yourself, but in a subtle, non-intrusive way. People in 

your network who’d like to learn more about it can contact you 

directly. 

This leads to the third point: Opt-in. Let people ask for more 

information if they want it, rather than choosing not to get it if 

they don’t. By all means, give them the whole kit and caboodle if 

they ask, but only if they ask. This is an important principle in 

general (we’ll talk about it later in the book), but even more so 

when you’re communicating with people close to you. 

Extend this to your team 

So far I’ve only talked about how you engage in on-line 

communities and social media platforms. If you work in a team, 

encourage your team members to participate as well. 

This sometimes raises red flags for business owners and 

managers. They worry their team members could damage the 

organisation’s reputation, and feel it’s important to impose a strict 

‚social media policy‛ before allowing anybody in their company 

to tweet, Like or connect on-line. 

This concern is usually misguided. Most people have a good sense 

of right and wrong, and need guidelines rather than a strict policy. 

Instead of creating a heavy-handed set of rules and restrictions, 
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give them a broad overview of what’s acceptable and then trust 

them to act appropriately. 

Leadership expert Michael Hyatt gives five excellent reasons why 

your company does not need a social media policy10: 

1. Your people can be trusted. Most people will do the right 

thing if given the chance. 

2. Social media are just one more way to communicate. Do you 

have a ‚phone policy‛? An ‚e-mail policy‛? A ‚fax policy‛? 

3. More rules only make your company more bureaucratic. 

4. Formal policies only discourage people from participating. 

5. You probably already have policies that govern inappropriate 

behaviour. 

He goes on to say that if you absolutely must create a social media 

policy, say this: 

‚Use whatever social media you want. Feel free to use it on 

company time. Just use common sense and remember that if 

you publicly identify yourself with the company’s brand then 

act in a manner consistent with that brand. It’s in all of our 

best interests to do so.‛ 

Tread with care 

Most people aren’t as familiar with the on-line world as they are 

with the off-line world. So it’s easy for you to fall into traps you 

would otherwise avoid. Some of these can be costly (such as being 

tricked into disclosing your on-line banking password) or even 

physically dangerous (such as inadvertently disclosing your 

location when you post to Facebook), but even some minor 

mistakes can damage your on-line reputation. 

                                                           
10 Copyright 2011, Michael Hyatt. Used by permission. Originally 

published at michaelhyatt.com. 

http://www.michaelhyatt.com/
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Here are some guidelines to help you tread with care and build 

your ‚on-line common sense‛11 . 

Seek multiple sources 

Don’t rely on a single source for important information, especially 

if that source is a lone blogger, a Facebook friend known to have 

extreme views, or an anonymous e-mail warning you of a scam or 

virus. These sources might be accurate, but it’s always worth 

finding corroborating sources as well. 

This is especially important if you’re planning to act on that 

information or to share it with others. These are the things that can 

affect your on-line reputation (either for better or worse), so be 

even more careful in these situations. 

Stick with the crowd 

Know and use the authoritative sources for certain types of 

information. For example, when checking hoaxes, Snopes.com is 

one of the best sources; when researching news stories, start with 

mainstream media outlets. 

Even Wikipedia.org is usually very accurate because so many 

people use it that errors – deliberate or accidental – are corrected 

quickly. 

Don’t be fooled by appearances 

Another potential pitfall is that it’s easy for people to create a 

professional-looking on-line presence, but that doesn’t mean it’s 

trustworthy. Take time to assess the authority and credibility of all 

the information you find on-line, and don’t be fooled by a slick 

user interface. 

                                                           
11 This section is an edited extract from my book Out Of Office, co-

authored with my friend Chris Pudney, and available from 

OutOfOfficeBook.com. 

http://www.snopes.com/
http://www.outofofficebook.com/
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Look for popularity factors 

Look for Web sites that allow users to rate or rank the content, and 

use that ranking when assessing the content. A commercial 

example of this is eBay, where buyers and sellers rank each other 

at the end of a transaction, and these rankings appear publicly for 

other users to see before entering into future transactions. 

The danger, of course, is that you’re rating quality by popularity, 

which shouldn’t be the only factor. Also, the ratings systems can 

sometimes be manipulated, so treat the ratings as a guide only. 

Is it too good to be true? 

If a claim is too good to be true, be sceptical. As the late 

astronomer Carl Sagan said, ‚Extraordinary claims require 

extraordinary evidence.‛ We all know to ignore claims from 

Nigerian millionaires, Eastern European dictators and Afghan 

princes who want to offload millions into our bank accounts, but 

some other claims are more subtle. 

For example, you might buy a ‚Power Balance‛ magic bracelet 

that claims to improve your balance, strength and flexibility (and 

indeed, you might have worn one and found it seems to do some 

good). However, look for strong, verifiable scientific evidence of 

the claims before sharing your enthusiasm for it on Twitter and 

Facebook12. 

Use Occam’s razor 

Another test of a claim is to see if it passes Occam’s razor, which 

says (loosely) that the simplest explanation is probably correct. If 

somebody claims to see mysterious lights in the sky, they are 

probably from an airplane rather than an alien spacecraft; if we 

                                                           
12 The Power Balance bracelet is a real product, and in this case it was 

exposed as a scam in 2010 by the Australian Competition and Consumer 

Commission. 
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saw television footage of Neil Armstrong landing on the Moon, 

it’s more likely a real event than an elaborately-staged conspiracy 

that requires thousands of people to keep their mouths shut for 

decades; if objects fly around the room in a séance, the medium is 

probably a clever conjuror. 

Look for vested interests 

Look for vested interests or a hidden agenda behind a claim; and 

take that into account when assessing the claim. Vested interests 

aren’t necessarily bad or wrong; and in many cases they are quite 

natural (For example, a Web site owner has an obvious interest in 

promoting her products and services). However, when they are 

present, be more sceptical and more careful. 

Look at their reputation 

When somebody makes a claim on-line, consider their reputation 

before putting yours on the line. Somebody with a proven track 

record of providing valuable, credible information in the past is 

more likely to be doing the same this time. 

This is not guaranteed, of course; and there are many examples of 

trusted sources making mistakes (and unknown sources breaking 

an important story). However, again you can use this as one 

indicator to assess your confidence in a claim. 

Ask around 

Finally, if you have doubts but still want to act on something 

(rather than ignoring it), ask a few trusted friends and colleagues 

for their opinion. They don’t necessarily have more information 

about it than you, but they can approach it from a different 

perspective and might give you some important insights. 



 Invest in Reputation 69 

 

Monitor your reputation 

Most of this chapter has been about you (and your team) actively 

building your on-line reputation. For the most part, that’s exactly 

what you should be doing, but there is another side to your 

reputation as well: Protecting it from harm. 

The best way to protect it is to actively build it, as I’ve described 

already in this chapter. That way, the occasional negative 

comment will be ignored as an anomaly. However, it’s still 

prudent to monitor your reputation, so you can see the sparks and 

– if necessary – take action to prevent them turning into bushfires. 

This has become such an important area that some businesses now 

offer ‚on-line reputation management‛ services. If you’re in a 

business or industry that’s heavily discussed – especially if it’s 

controversial – find a good reputation management company to 

help you in this area. Most businesses, however, don’t need 

something as comprehensive, and can make do with a few 

automated software tools to report on what other people are 

saying about us on-line. I’ll give you two popular (and free) tools 

here; search Google for ‚on-line reputation management tools‛ if 

you need more. 

Google Alerts 

Sign up for the free Google Alerts service, at google.com/alerts, 

and Google will inform you every time a new page appears 

containing words or phrases of your choice. It’s just like searching 

Google every day, except Google does it for you automatically. 

You can create as many Google alerts as you like, so at the very 

least create alerts for your own name, your business name and 

your main products and services. 

http://www.google.com/alerts
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Social Mention 

SocialMention.com is like Google Alerts for social media 

platforms. You can set up free alerts in a similar way, and it will 

inform you automatically. 

There’s some overlap between Google Alerts and Social Mention, 

so you might see some duplicate alerts. However, that’s usually 

only a minor inconvenience. 

But wait – there’s more! 

As I mentioned on page 59, 

participation is important to build your 

on-line reputation, and the key is to 

make many small, regular contributions 

rather than a few large contributions. 

Of course, it’s not always easy to 

remember to make these small 

contributions, so I’ve created an e-mail 

reminder program to prompt you with 

ideas regularly. If you visit the book’s on-line resource centre, you 

can subscribe to this program free of charge. See page 11 for 

information about the on-line resource centre, or use the QR code 

here with your phone to go to it immediately: 
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So what’s next? 

You now know the three essential steps to becoming an authority 

on-line: 

 Showing your face 

 Leading with value 

 Investing in reputation 

This is all about you. But a successful business isn’t just about you; 

it’s also about your market. So let’s turn our attention there now. 





 

Part Two: 

Your Market 
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Serve a Niche: 
Think Inside the Box 

Every year, on the first Tuesday in November, Australia’s most-

famous horse race, the Melbourne Cup, is run. It’s known as ‚the 

race that stops a nation‛, and indeed it almost literally does – as 

millions of Australians interrupt their day to watch the race. 

Office workers stop to crowd into the boardroom to watch the 

race on television; shoppers stop outside television screens in 

department store windows; restaurants and hotels have special 

Melbourne Cup events; and ordinary Australians who don’t 

usually bet on anything make a once-a-year exception for the 

Melbourne Cup. 

In the weeks leading up to it, the Australian media becomes 

obsessed with the Melbourne Cup. And one of the people they 

turn to for his opinion is Max Hitchins. 

Max is one of my clients – a professional speaker and consultant 

who specialises in Internet marketing for the hospitality industry. 

That’s a fairly narrow area of expertise in itself, but he has 

another: He’s an expert on the Melbourne Cup. If you ever have 

the pleasure of meeting Max, ask him to name the winner, second-

place getter or third-place getter in any of the past Melbourne 

Cups, and he will tell you immediately (from memory). The race 

has been run every year since 1862, so that’s quite an amazing 

feat! 

His knowledge goes further, though, than just memorising past 

winners. For the past 23 years, he has been predicting the winner 

of the race. Each year, he narrows the possibilities down to six, 

and then to one. His record is impressive: In 21 of the 23 years, 

he’s picked the winner in his top six; and in 13 of those years, he 

has successfully predicted the actual winner. 
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As a result, Max is somewhat of a media celebrity every year in 

the week leading up to the race. He’s interviewed by radio 

stations throughout the country, he’s quoted in newspaper 

articles, and he’s appeared on morning television shows. Not 

surprisingly, everybody wants to know which horse Max thinks 

will win this year’s Melbourne Cup. 

Max, knowing a thing or two about the Internet, has also turned 

this into an on-line opportunity. Every year he publishes a $10 e-

book with information about the race, including his predictions. 

He has thousands of fans who buy the e-book and use his insights 

to place their bet – for fun or profit – each year. 

In the few weeks leading up to the Melbourne Cup, the e-book 

Web site (pickthecupwinner.com.au) gets a huge surge in traffic. 

And in the other 50 or so weeks, it gets almost nothing. And yet, 

the few weeks where it is popular make the entire project 

worthwhile. 

Although it’s a tiny niche – and one that’s only active for a few 

weeks each year – consider the benefits for Max. He doesn’t have 

to broaden his knowledge base, he only has to think about it for a 

small part of the year, he cashes in on the buzz around an event, 

and there are plenty of people who want what he’s got – and are 

willing to pay for it. 

Here’s the point 

Most businesses make the mistake of trying to reach too many 

people in their market – which leads to more competition, soaring 

promotion costs, and minimal differentiation. They cast their 

marketing net too wide, scared that if they don’t reach out to 

everybody, they will miss opportunities and lose market share to 

their competitors. In a world that’s flat, this is a gamble – and one 

you’re likely to lose. 

Take the opposite approach: Find a niche, and serve that niche. 

http://www.pickthecupwinner.com.au/
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The smaller your market, the better your offerings for that market 

– which means you can raise your prices, increase your profits, 

and virtually eliminate your competition. Conversely, the wider 

your market, the more you generic you have to make your 

offering. That’s why small on-line bookshops fail trying to 

compete with Amazon.com; small retailers go out of business 

when a large department store opens up near them; and 

motivational speakers suffer when the conference industry takes a 

downturn. 

By all means, search wide to find the right niche markets. But, 

when you find them, dig deep. When you’re looking for oil, it 

makes sense to start by exploring a wide area, looking for 

potential opportunities. But the good oil isn’t near the surface; you 

have to dig deep to find it. 

Here are some examples of businesses catering to niches: 

 Sales trainer: Focus on a particular industry, such as financial 

planners or pharmaceutical companies. 

 Book shop owner: Cater for readers who would like to form, run 

or join book clubs. 

 Financial planner: Concentrate on a particular demographic 

group, such as young professionals or single parents. 

Why niche? 

In his book The Dip, marketing consultant Seth Godin says: 

‚Be the best in the world, or quit.‛ 

If you accept this challenge, it’s up to you to be the market leader. 

This might appear daunting – and perhaps even impossible. The 

good news is you get to decide what ‚world‛ means and you get 

to decide what ‚best‛ means. It’s not true that there can be only 

one winner – it’s simply a matter of choosing your game. 
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That’s a powerful reason in itself to focus on a niche. Here are 

some more reasons: 

 Your products are tailored to the needs of a smaller market, so 

they are more valuable to customers. 

 You understand your customers’ needs already, so it’s easier 

to build rapport and get to the heart of their problems. 

 You speak their language, not yours, which puts you ahead of 

most of your competitors. 

 Customers see you as a trusted adviser, not just a supplier. 

They’ll ask for your help and trust your advice – even when 

they want help about choosing suppliers! 

 You’ll get more referrals from customers who recommend you 

to their colleagues in the same industry. 

 You can charge a higher price for your products and services, 

because they more closely match the customer’s requirements 

(A brain surgeon can charge more than a general practitioner). 

 There’s less competition. When you go head-to-head with 

Amazon.com, you’ll probably lose. But if you focus on local 

book clubs, you target needs Amazon.com doesn’t service. 

 Instead of aiming for expensive mass-media advertising, you 

focus on lower-cost exposure that more suits your market – 

such as e-mail newsletters, a Facebook business page, a blog, 

or a LinkedIn group. 

 When your customers know you’re offering specific solutions 

to their real problems, it makes the sales process so much 

easier for you. 

 You become recognised as an expert in the niche, rather than a 

supplier pushing a product or service to the market. 

I realise this is a business decision, not just an on-line marketing 

decision. So you will choose your niches based on your business 

strategy, independently of your Internet strategy. However, I do 

want to spend some time on niche marketing, for two reasons. 
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First, if you do have a mass-market product, you’re more 

vulnerable to competition from on-line providers. So it’s almost 

essential you consider niche marketing anyway. 

Second, many business owners are too optimistic about the 

potential of the Internet. Even if they have a niche market already, 

they think the Internet makes it easy to broaden their reach and 

aim for the mass market. It doesn’t, and that strategy is likely to 

fail in a big way. 

Identify a profitable niche 

Broadly, there are two ways to identify a niche market: Find it 

within your current customers and clients; or find it outside your 

current customers and clients. 

Both approaches have benefits. Identifying a niche within your 

customer base makes those customers feel even more special; and 

you don’t have to convince them to like you and trust you, 

because they are already customers. On the other hand, going 

outside your customer base potentially opens up new markets. 

Either way, when you choose a particular niche, how do you 

know whether it’s going to be profitable for you? The short 

answer (unfortunately) is: You don’t. The only way to know for 

sure is to commit to that niche and try it out. 

However, there are some things you can do to assess the likelihood 

of it being a profitable niche, or at least note some warning signs 

to avoid unprofitable niches. 

I’m going to give you fifteen criteria to use when assessing a 

particular niche market. These criteria are based on the business 

model I showed you earlier (page 13), with five criteria in each of 

the three sections: 
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Let’s start with the market – which of course is the best place to 

start when exploring a new niche. 

Niche 

Do you already have a tightly defined niche (good), or are you 

aiming for a broad market (not so good)? This isn’t necessarily 

about the size of the market (in other words, a smaller niche is not 

necessarily better); it’s about how clearly you’ve identified a 

group of people with similar needs. 

For instance, if you choose ‚Chinese bicycle owners who want to 

buy a car‛, that would qualify as a tightly-defined niche, even 

though it’s quite large because of the population of China. 

In contrast, ‚Left-handed people in Australia‛ is not a good niche 

in general (unless you’re creating products for left-handers), even 

though it’s a small market. 

Problems 

Do you understand the key problems or aspirations of your niche 

market? Do you know what keeps them up at night, and what 
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they dream about during the day? The better you understand 

their problems and aspirations, the easier it is to address them. 

This is usually easier if you choose a niche market from within 

your customer base, because you already have some idea of their 

problems. However, even in this case, be careful not to assume 

their problems are the same as those of your larger customer base. 

For example, if you’re a financial planner with clients from all 

walks of life, and you decide to target a niche of ‚high-net-worth 

individuals‛, their problems and aspirations are likely to be very 

different from those of your other clients. 

This is the second time in the book I’ve talked about the 

importance of understanding your market’s problems and 

aspirations, and I’ll cover it in more detail in the Give Them What 

They Want chapter, on page 89. 

Demand 

Understanding the problems isn’t enough; the next step is to 

know there actually is a demand for your products and services. If 

there isn’t, there’s little point creating them. 

I made this mistake in early 2004, shortly before the Australian 

Government introduced anti-spam legislation that would affect all 

Australian businesses. Knowing the legislation was looming, I 

published an e-book about it, explaining exactly how businesses 

would be affected by it, and how they could cope. I confidently 

advertised it on Google, sure it would be an instant success. To 

my surprise, though, I had very few sales. It had nothing to do 

with my product, though. Google’s analysis tools showed me later 

that few people were even searching for help with the new anti-

spam legislation! They should have been concerned about it, but 

they weren’t. 

If you’re not sure of the demand, consider ways to test it. For 

example, if you plan to build something to sell on-line, buy some 
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Google advertising for the particular words and phrases you’ll 

eventually use to sell your product. You don’t need to build the 

product, or even a Web site for it, yet. Even if your Google 

advertising sends people to a competitor’s site, you can still 

measure how many people click the ads. 

In some cases it’s not as easy to test the demand. But if you can, 

it’s going to make a big difference (to your confidence, if nothing 

else) when you start creating the product, because you know 

there’s a demand for it.  

Price 

Do you know what price people in your niche are willing to pay 

for having their problems solved? If you’re not sure, do some 

basic research to find out. 

Asking people how much they would pay is usually inaccurate, 

because people are notoriously poor at predicting their own future 

behaviour13. Instead, look for other indicators, such as what they 

are already paying for competitive products and services; or 

segment your market and test different price points. 

We’ll talk more about pricing in the Deliver Experiences chapter 

(page 205). At this stage, just check for yourself whether you do 

have an idea of what your niche market will pay. 

Relationship 

Do you already have a relationship with people in this niche, or 

are you approaching them as strangers? If you already have a 

strong relationship, it’s easier to reach them and it takes less effort 

to persuade them to buy. 

                                                           
13 Barry Schwartz’s book The Paradox of Choice goes into this in much more 

details, with many examples of how we often think we know how we’ll 

behave, but go on to make counter-intuitive decisions later. 
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Broadly, your market falls into three categories: 

 

The top group, which I call ‚friends‛, are your customers – that is, 

people who have bought from you in the past. At the other end 

are ‚strangers‛ – those who have never heard of you before. In the 

middle are the ‚neighbours‛, who have heard about you but are 

yet to become customers (people referred to you, those on your 

free e-mail newsletter mailing list, and so on). 

The ‚stranger‛ market is clearly the largest – and the most 

attractive for that reason. However, it’s also the most difficult 

market to attract and convert. They don’t know you, like you or 

trust you yet. So it takes much more work to convince them to buy 

from you. 

On the other hand, the easiest to convince are your existing 

customers – your ‚friends‛. People who have bought from you in 

the past are much more likely to buy from you again. Even if it’s 

the smallest of the three groups, it might be far more responsive – 

and hence far more profitable. 

Does your niche market consist mainly of friends, neighbours or 

strangers? If you’re carving out a niche from within your 

customer base, obviously they are ‚friends‛ – and hence an easier 

target market. If you’re aiming for a totally new ‚stranger‛ 

market, it might be bigger but will also be more difficult to reach 

and convert. 

friends

neighbours

strangers
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Solutions 

How confident are you that you provide solid, compelling 

solutions to your niche market’s problems? It’s not just a matter of 

having a solution; you also need them to believe your solution will 

work for them. 

Some solutions are clear and direct answers to problems – for 

example, a vacuum cleaner for removing dirt from the floor, a 

thermometer for taking your temperature, an accountant for 

preparing a tax return. However, others are not so obvious and 

need to be explained (for example, an accountant for maximising 

your tax refund). If your product or service doesn’t directly solve 

the problem, it’s even less obvious and you have to do even more 

work to convince the market (for example, an accountant for 

increasing business profits). 

Not every solution is a direct solution to the market’s pressing 

problem; sometimes you do have to sell the market on the 

solution. However, if you haven’t done this before for this solution 

and this market, beware of being too optimistic. 

Expertise 

This item has two components. The first is to ask yourself whether 

you have expertise and experience in providing these solutions to 

this market. If you do, you can be much more confident you will 

be able to deliver. 

The second part, which is equally important, is to ask whether you 

can prove your track record. For example, do you have case 

studies, testimonials, examples, and demonstrations of real 

customers using your product or service? The more proof you can 

offer, the better; especially when entering a new niche market. 
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Production 

A related factor is to ask whether you have experience in 

delivering the solutions. Even if your niche is a segment of your 

existing customer base, if you’re creating new products and 

services for them, you might be moving into uncharted territory. 

For example, the financial planner who decides to focus on high-

net-worth clients might offer a two-day weekend retreat to these 

clients (at a premium price). But does she really know what these 

clients expect from this sort of event – first-class flights, airport 

pick-ups, high-speed Internet access, and so on? Even if she has 

organised events before, it might be different for this niche. 

It can be equally difficult when you’re selling products rather than 

services – for example, you might encounter problems in design, 

extra costs in manufacturing and delays in distribution. If you 

haven’t done this before, these problems can be a nasty surprise. 

Margin 

A wide margin covers a multitude of sins. If the price the market 

can bear allows for a healthy profit margin – and a comfortable 

contingency for unexpected costs – you can be more confident. 

Many business owners are too optimistic when budgeting for 

costs because they only itemise the known costs. Even if you allow 

some extra leeway in your budget for these items, it’s often the 

unknown costs that throw a significant spanner in the works.  

Leverage 

Sometimes the product or service won’t be profitable in its own 

right, but can be a gateway to the true profit stream. For example: 

 A free information seminar that sells a two-day workshop 

 A free e-book that gets somebody on a mailing list 

 A book you write to establish yourself as an authority 
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If you plan to leverage your initial offerings in this way, some of 

the other factors become less important – for example, you might 

not need to do as much research into price, because you’ll be 

offering it free. However, there’s a downside as well – because 

you’ll be investing a significant amount (of time, effort, money 

and energy) initially in the hope of an eventual return. 

Strategy 

Do you have a specific marketing strategy or plan in mind to 

approach this new niche market, or are you intending to just fly 

by the seat of your pants? 

Most business owners over-estimate their marketing ability – both 

their ability in knowing what to do and also their persistence and 

commitment in keeping at it when it’s slow initially. When 

approaching a new market, be both focussed and flexible: Have a 

single-minded focus on your goals and outcomes; but keep a 

broad enough perspective to adapt when things change or don’t 

go according to plan. 

In today’s faster, flatter and freer world, things change so fast you 

can’t spend six months planning your strategy and then another 

six months executing the plan. Design a strategy fast, implement it 

fast, fail or succeed with it fast, and then adapt it fast. 

Reach 

How easily (quickly and cost-effectively) can you reach your niche 

market? This is easier if you’re targeting a segment of your 

customer base, because you can already reach them (and, more 

importantly, have an existing relationship with them, so they are 

more likely to listen to you). 

It’s more of a challenge when you’re approaching a new market. 

Do you know where they gather? For example, perhaps they read 

a particular magazine in their industry; or they belong to an 

association; or they take part in a particular on-line forum. 
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Do you know who else has a relationship with them already? If so, 

perhaps you can form an alliance with those influencers. 

Tactics 

Do you have experience with the marketing tactics you’re 

planning to use? 

For example, if you’re aiming to reach a new market, your 

strategy might be to attract them through Google searches. 

Broadly, you have two choices: Use search engine optimisation 

(SEO) to get to the top of Google’s free listings; or pay for Google 

advertising (which gets you to the top quickly, but for a fee). 

Both options are viable, but both have traps for beginners. For 

example, if you’ve never done any Google advertising, you might 

be shocked at how much you have to pay to get your ad near the 

top of the page. You might be surprised at how few people click 

on your ad. You might be frustrated when Google suspends your 

ad without an explanation. And you might be annoyed when you 

try to find out why, and Google doesn’t respond to your 

questions. As a result, you might waste weeks of your marketing 

effort just because you’ve never done Google advertising before.  

Interest 

How interested are you in this niche? Many business owners quit 

before they should, simply because they find the marketing to be a 

challenge and they don’t care enough about that niche. 

It’s so much easier if you have an interest and passion in your 

niche market. For example, if your target market is financial 

planners, and you’re interested in them, it’s easy to attend their 

chapter meetings, make the annual hike to their national 

conference, subscribe to the magazines they read, and just spend 

time with them. But if you’re not that interested in financial 

planning, it’s going to be more of a chore than a pleasure. 
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Risk 

Finally, consider whether you are exposing yourself to significant 

financial risk by pursuing this niche. 

All new business ventures have some risk, but I’m talking about 

significant risk here – for example, by killing a cash cow, making 

significant capital expenditure, relying on long-term results with 

no short-term cash flow, totally reinventing your business model, 

making big public claims, and so on. 

Many business owners tend to be optimistic about their sales, 

profits and margins. Will you survive if things don’t go exactly to 

plan, or are you risking it all on one throw of the dice? 

Putting it all together 

These 15 criteria will help you assess the viability of a new niche 

market. None of them alone will give you a red flag or a green 

light; and in fact, even the combination of all 15 won’t necessarily 

tell you whether to proceed. 

However, if you use this list as a checklist for evaluating a niche 

market, you’ll find it will help you highlight possible risks, threats 

and opportunities. 

But wait – there’s more! 

These 15 criteria for assessing your 

business, products and services are 

very useful as an initial checklist 

and a way to focus your efforts. 

If you visit the book’s on-line 

resource centre, you’ll find a free 

on-line assessment tool you can use (as often as you like) to assess 

any business idea, product or service. It uses these criteria (so 

you’ll find it familiar to use), and gives you specific advice for 
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each of your responses. See page 11 for information about the on-

line resource centre, or use the QR code here with your phone to 

go to it immediately: 

 

So what’s next? 

On Melbourne Cup Day each year, there are two kinds of people 

betting on the race: The serious punters, who want to make 

money; and the amateurs, who want to have a bit of fun with 

harmless gambling once a year. Max Hitchins says quite openly 

he’s not a professional racing expert, and he’s aiming his e-book at 

the latter group: The amateurs. These are the people who are 

happy to join the party atmosphere on Cup Day, regardless of 

whether they win or lose their bet; and if they win, they get 

bragging rights with their friends. 

Not every market is as easy to understand as this one. For most 

business owners, understanding what your customers want is one 

of the most difficult aspects of marketing – and yet it’s also one of 

the most profitable aspects, if you get it right. 

So how do you know what your customers and clients want? 
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Give Them What They Want: 
Ask and Ye Shall Perceive 

In 2004, Fleur Perera published an e-book about Sri Lankan 

cooking, aimed at the Western market. She has all the 

qualifications for it: She had four decades of experience cooking 

these meals, she is a Sri Lankan woman who lives in a Western 

country, and she loves writing. For those who haven’t yet made 

the connection, Fleur Perera is also my mother. 

Before she published the book, we conducted a brief on-line 

survey, asking people who visited our site to tell us their biggest 

questions about Sri Lankan cooking. Some of the responses were 

questions we had anticipated – for example: 

 ‚Can you make it mild?‛ 

 ‚How is it different from Indian cooking?‛ 

But there were others that took us by surprise – such as: 

 ‚Is there a better alternative for coconut milk that is not as 

high in cholesterol and doesn’t alter the taste of the meal?‛ 

 ‚What is the Sri Lankan version of ‘fast food’?‛ 

 ‚Does Sri Lankan cooking include Feta cheese?‛ 

As a result of this survey, we changed both the book and the Web 

site promoting it (SriLankanCooking.com). We didn’t change 

much, but we tweaked them just enough to be sure we were 

addressing the main questions of our future customers. It meant 

that when we did start selling the book, it was more relevant and 

more appealing. 

After the book had been on sale for a few months, we conducted 

another experiment to survey our market again. This time, we 

displayed a pop-up window when somebody visited the site and 

http://www.srilankancooking.com/
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didn’t buy the book, asking them why they didn’t buy and 

promising them a free copy of the book in return (It was an e-

book, so it didn’t cost us anything to make this offer). 

The results of that survey were as enlightening as the first. For 

example, here are two of the responses: 

 ‚Postage from Australia will make it too expensive.‛ 

 ‚It will take too long to download.‛ 

In the first case, the potential customer didn’t realise it was an e-

book (and hence there’s no postage); and in the second, she didn’t 

know it was a fairly small download. As a result of this survey, we 

changed the Web site to clear up these points. 

As I write this, many years down the track, we’re still getting a 

small but steady stream of orders. For us, it’s been a success; and 

although we don’t profit from it ourselves (all the money goes to a 

charity we support in Sri Lanka), we’re very pleased with the 

result. I’m sure a large part of our success comes from the surveys 

we did to find out exactly what our market wanted. 

Here’s the point 

Steve Jobs of Apple once said, ‚It isn’t the consumer’s job to know 

what they want‛. Although this approach can work for a large 

company like Apple, it’s not the best guiding principle for most 

organisations. 

Most businesses sell what they’ve got; and if it’s not exactly what 

the customer wants, they’ll try to ‚force fit‛ it so it appears to 

match. This can sometimes work, but it’s hardly the basis for a 

strong on-going relationship. 

This is an even bigger problem when you’re marketing on-line. 

When people turn to the Internet with a problem, they’re highly 

focussed and easily distracted. That’s not a contradiction! They 
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have a specific problem in mind, but have so many choices that if 

you don’t address that problem immediately, they’ll go elsewhere. 

So if you’re marketing your business on-line, focus on what they 

want before you start telling them what you’ve got. If your 

offerings don’t meet their wants, you have three choices: Change 

your offerings, position them differently or find new customers. 

For example, many businesses felt the crunch of the Global 

Financial Crisis in 2009 and 2010 (and some are still feeling it now, 

as I write). If your business was serving other businesses affected 

by the crisis, you might have felt the impact as well. But during 

that time, did you change your marketing to focus on their 

changed priorities? 

For many organisations, this was a real crisis; and during a crisis 

we tend to focus on short-term actions rather than long-term 

benefits. For example: 

 Businesses are looking at profit, not growth 

 Employees are thinking about their jobs, not their careers 

 Investors are considering cash flow, not wealth 

 Sales teams are rewarded for transactions, not relationships 

 Workplace teams are driven by fear, not trust 

 Budgets are examined to cut costs, not to make investments 

If your business promoted the benefits of growth, careers, wealth, 

relationships, trust and investment (all long-term benefits), you 

might have struggled unless you shifted your focus to profit, jobs, 

cash flow, transactions, fear and cuts (short-term priorities). 

That’s just one example of how your offerings might not match 

what your market wants. Here are some others: 

 We used to buy phones to make phone calls; now we want 

them as lifestyle devices. 
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 We used to buy furniture purely for functional reasons; now 

the same furniture is labelled ‚antique‛ or ‚period‛, and we 

buy it for its aesthetic appeal. 

 We used to visit libraries to borrow books; we now visit them 

for, say, Internet access. 

 We used to hire a baby-sitter to look after our children; some 

baby-sitters now offer laundry, ironing and other domestic 

services as well. 

 We used to visit a car dealer for information about cars; we 

now get that information on-line and visit a car dealer to 

simply buy the car. 

So be sure you know what your customers really want! 

Note, by the way, I’m talking about what people want, not what 

they need. Although you should sell them what they need, you 

have to attract them with what they want. 

There are many ways to discover what your market wants, 

including: 

 Informal conversations with them on a day-to-day basis 

 Noting their questions, complaints and comments as you do 

business with them 

 Monitoring on-line places where they gather – for example, in 

on-line communities and discussion forums 

 Monitoring their public conversations on-line – for example, 

on Twitter 

 Attending their industry conferences, subscribing to their 

industry journals and blogs, and so on 

 Asking them! 

Let’s address the last of these: Explicitly asking them for their 

opinion. There are a number of ways to survey your market, 

depending on your niche and whether you’re already engaged 

with them. 



 Give Them What They Want 93 

 

What to ask them 

When business owners think about doing surveys, they often get 

stuck with designing the survey itself. In particular, one dilemma 

is whether to make the questions broad or narrow. Broad 

questions allow people more flexibility in their answers, but the 

answers can sometimes be frustratingly short on practical details. 

On the other hand, narrower questions do give you specific 

answers, but you run the risk of asking the wrong questions. 

As a rule of thumb, the more you know about your market, the 

more detailed you can make the questions; and the less you know 

(for instance, if you’re targeting a new niche), the broader you 

should be in your survey. 

For example, if you’re a wine importer with an established 

business selling to retail liquor shops, your survey can ask very 

detailed questions, because you already know what they want in 

general, and now just want to fine-tune your understanding. For 

example, you might ask a question like this: 

‚What is your biggest inventory management problem?‛ 

This assumes you know inventory management is important to 

them, and now you just want to know the details. If you know the 

industry very well, you could even make these multiple-choice 

questions, because you know the most likely responses. 

However, if you decide to branch out into offering your wines 

directly to, say, local restaurants, you don’t know whether 

inventory management is a problem or not (and even if it is, 

whether it’s a big problem). So you ask more general, open-ended 

questions like this: 

‚What is your biggest problem with buying or selling wine in 

your restaurant?‛ 

That sort of question will give you a general idea about their 

biggest concerns, and you can then narrow it down further later. 



94      Fast, Flat and Free 

How to ask them 

It’s important to send your survey to people like the people in 

your market. If you send it to the wrong people, you can’t rely on 

the responses, however well-meaning they might be. For example, 

if you ask a LinkedIn group of colleagues and peers, their 

responses might not represent your real market. 

You can increase your response rate by offering an ‚ethical bribe‛ 

for people who respond. Some surveys offer only the chance to 

win a prize, but it’s better if you can send everybody something – 

for example, an e-book, special report or MP3 audio program. 

When choosing your method, consider whether you’re targeting a 

niche audience or the mass market; and whether you can listen to 

them rather than asking them directly. Combining these two 

criteria gives us four possible scenarios: 

 

Let’s look at each of these four groups in turn. As you read this, 

keep in mind some of these options might seem expensive and 

time-consuming. However, for important markets, they may well 

be worth the time and money. 

ask 
niche

ask 
masses

listen to 
niche

listen to 
masses
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Asking a niche 

Focus on quality, not quantity. There’s no point asking a thousand 

people if only a hundred of them match your niche. So work 

carefully to only ask the right people. 

If you already have access to them – for example, they are your 

customers or clients – send them a survey by e-mail, run a 

webinar or teleseminar, or simply ask them to their face.  

If you can’t reach them directly, look for representative groups 

you can survey instead – for example, others in the same industry, 

members of an association, subscribers to your e-mail newsletter, 

or subscribers to somebody else’s newsletter. 

Asking the masses 

Your challenge here is to do your survey quickly and cost-

effectively. There’s no shortage of people to ask, but it’s not 

always easy to reach them cost-effectively. 

If you’re willing to spend a small amount of money, you can very 

quickly get responses from people searching the Internet: You use 

Google AdWords to create a simple advertisement, which then 

leads people to a survey page on your Web site (That’s exactly 

what we did to survey the future customers for our Sri Lankan 

cooking e-book). If you haven’t done this before, you might need 

some technical help to get started; but it’s a very effective tool for 

doing fast market research. 

If you’re already active in social media platforms such as Twitter 

and LinkedIn, you can also use these to survey your market – 

simply ask your followers. This does require you to be using these 

tools already, though; otherwise you’ll have no followers, and 

you’ll have to revert to advertising. 
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Listening to a niche 

If you know the niche well, you don’t necessarily have to ask them 

directly. For example: 

 You know their common complaints and problems 

 You subscribe to their industry journals 

 You’re familiar with their most frequently asked questions 

 You can join their on-line communities and watch the 

discussions that take place 

However, be sure you’re not making assumptions. Sometimes you 

might be too close to the niche to truly understand what makes 

them tick. In particular, if you’ve been closely associated with that 

niche for some time, you might be taking things for granted. 

Listening to the masses 

You can also glean a lot from the mass market by listening to it, 

although it takes more time and money than with a niche. 

For example, if you’re a property developer targeting potential 

investors, it’s fairly easy to find on-line property investment 

discussion groups. However, if you’re a real estate agent targeting 

home owners, it’s not so easy to find on-line communities where 

home owners are discussing how to sell their home. Home owners 

are simply normal people who go about their lives, never thinking 

of themselves as ‚home owners‛, and rarely gathering with other 

home owners to discuss home ownership! 

So it’s more difficult – though not impossible – to listen to these 

conversations. Here are some ideas: 

 Search Twitter for conversations happening right now 

 Read the Letters to the Editor pages in your local newspapers 

 Read relevant blogs and listen to relevant podcasts 
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How to interpret the results 

Whatever methods you choose to understand what your market 

wants, you need to interpret and use the results effectively. 

Of course, if you’re asking detailed questions about fine-tuning 

your offerings, it’s easy to make specific changes. On the other 

hand, if you’re asking broad questions, the responses are likely to 

be broad, and you’ll have to guess exactly what direction to take 

next. However, even in the case of broad responses, you can 

analyse them to determine what level of help your market needs. 

Broadly, when people make a decision about something, they go 

through four stages, based on their current knowledge: 

 

Your survey results will give you an idea of where your audience 

members are, based on these four groups. For example, if you’re a 

financial planner and you ask people to share their biggest 

question about financial planning, you’ll be able to group the 

questions into these four broad areas: 

1. (Why) ‚Do I require financial planning?‛ 

2. (What) ‚What sort of things does a financial planner do?‛ 

How
do I work with them?

Who
should I choose to work with?

What
is this all about?

Why
is this something I should consider?



98      Fast, Flat and Free 

3. (Who) ‚What makes you different from other planners?‛ 

4. (How) ‚How do I work with you?‛ 

When you group the responses into these four areas, you’ll be able 

to see where most of your market currently stands in terms of 

understanding your offering – and that determines the level of 

your communication with them. For example, if you’re getting a 

lot of ‚Why‛ questions (the ‚Why do I need a financial planner?‛ 

type of question), there’s no point sending them a Product 

Disclosure Statement for a new superannuation fund. 

The reverse is true as well: If you’re dealing with a market niche 

that understands and values financial planning (your existing 

clients, for example), they will be asking ‚Who‛ and ‚How‛ 

questions. You will frustrate them by constantly talking about the 

benefits of financial planning. 

How to use the results 

Now that you understand your market and their level of 

knowledge, you can use that information to communicate with 

them appropriately. 

Returning to the example of the financial planner, what does she 

do when she finds most of her target market is at a certain level? 

Let’s work backwards through the four levels, from easiest to 

hardest: 

 How: If most people are already asking how to work with her, 

she’s in a lucky position, because they already trust her and 

now simply want information about how to work together. 

Her job now is to inform them. 

 Who: If they are asking how she is different from other 

financial planners, that’s more difficult to address, but at least 

they understand something about financial planning. So her 

job is to persuade them to choose her. 
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 What: At this level, they don’t know much about financial 

planning at all, so her job is to educate them. 

 Why: This is the most challenging level, because they haven’t 

even been convinced financial planning could be useful at all. 

So her job here is to motivate them. 

You would do the same thing with your market, depending on the 

level of your market: 

 

For example, in the personal computer market, Microsoft laid the 

groundwork by motivating and educating people about the 

benefits of owning a computer (In contrast, Thomas Watson, 

chairman of IBM, is quoted – probably apocryphally – as saying in 

1943, ‛I think there is a world market for maybe five computers‛). 

Apple Computer (as it was called at the time) then piggy-backed 

on that knowledge in their marketing, which was all about 

persuading people to choose the Macintosh rather than the PC. 

More recently, Apple has taken the lead in motivating and 

educating people about the benefits of tablet computers (with 

their iPad); and other suppliers piggy-backed on that in 

persuading consumers to choose their tablet computer instead. 

Be warned that if you find most of your target market at the 

‚Why‛ or ‚What‛ level, you will have to work much harder 

before they buy your products or services. You will be spending 

why motivate

what educate

who persuade

how inform
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most of your time motivating and educating them, before they’re 

ready to be persuaded to choose you. The good news is that if you 

do a good job in motivating and educating them, and they do 

eventually become customers, they are likely to be loyal 

customers, because you brought them to this point. 

Alternatively, you might decide it’s too difficult to work with 

them, and choose a different niche market instead. That’s also a 

valid strategy. 

Finally, keep in mind you can use a variety of communication 

techniques – some on-line and others off-line – depending on the 

level of your market. For example, if you know most of your 

market is asking ‚Why?‛ questions, you might offer this sequence 

of action steps: 

 Why: They download a free report that describes the benefits 

of your service. 

 What: That free report gives them a ticket for two people to 

attend an evening seminar you conduct regularly at a local 

community college. 

 Who: At the end of the evening seminar, you invite them to 

make an appointment with you to discuss their individual 

circumstances. 

 How: In that appointment, you explain exactly how you will 

work together. 

As you can see, only the first of these steps involves on-line 

marketing. It doesn’t have to be that way, and serious Internet 

marketers do try to take people through all four stages on-line; but 

this is not easy, and it’s certainly not necessary. 

But wait – there’s more! 

One of the oldest on-line survey tools (and it’s still among the 

best) is SurveyMonkey.com, which is ideal for doing the sort of 

on-line surveys I mentioned in this chapter. 



 Give Them What They Want 101 

 

If you visit the book’s on-line 

resource centre, you’ll find a video 

tutorial explaining how to use 

Survey Monkey to create a survey 

and send it to your participants. See 

page 11 for information about the 

on-line resource centre, or use the 

QR code here with your phone to go 

to it immediately: 

 

So what’s next? 

When I created the Web site to promote my mother’s Sri Lankan 

cooking e-book, we initially drove traffic to it with Google 

advertising. This worked for a while, but soon became expensive 

(As Google evolved, the competition for our ads became stronger, 

and we couldn’t afford it). So we stopped the Google advertising 

and started building a community of support for it. 

Most of this is driven by my mother Fleur, who promotes the e-

book in a number of ways: She asks her friends to tell others about 

it; she runs an occasional cooking class at home, and the price of 

entry is to buy a copy of the book; and she has conducted guest 

cooking classes for a local cooking school, whose owner happily 

promotes the book and makes a donation to our charity. 

Building a strong, supportive community can accelerate your 

business growth significantly. Let’s look at how you can do this 

effectively, while remaining respectful and appropriate. 
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Build Your Tribe: 
It’s a Small World After All 

In April 2008, respected British science writer Simon Singh wrote 

an article for The Guardian newspaper, criticising the British 

Chiropractic Association (BCA), which represents most of the 

chiropractors in the United Kingdom, saying ‚it happily promotes 

bogus treatments‛. 

Not surprisingly, the BCA wasn’t happy, and proceeded to sue. 

But, in what seemed like an attempt to stifle debate, they sued 

Singh himself (rather than suing the newspaper, which would 

have seemed to be a more formidable opponent). 

However, Singh refused to back down and chose to fight the case, 

which became significantly more difficult for him when a U.K. 

judge ruled he had to prove the BCA was deliberately intending to 

mislead the public about chiropractic treatments, rather than 

simply providing incorrect information about these treatments. Of 

course, proving intent was almost impossible (and not what he 

meant, in any case); and that, coupled with Britain’s one-sided 

libel laws, which put an unfair burden on the defendant, made his 

case appear very weak. At that point, the BCA must have been 

sitting back with smug confidence in their strategy. 

Unfortunately, the British Chiropractic Association didn’t reckon 

with the strength of support for Simon Singh from the wider 

community – including journalists, lawyers, doctors, scientists, 

sceptical thinking advocates, politicians and campaign groups. On 

and off the Internet, his supporters rallied around him – in blogs, 

podcasts, meetings, media campaigns and other ways. 

Most importantly, not only was the BCA unable to silence the 

debate, it had the opposite effect of turning the spotlight on 

chiropractors and their dubious practices. People who examined 
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chiropractors’ Web sites found many misleading claims, and 

formal complaints of false advertising were made against one 

quarter of all British chiropractors. Whatever the BCA’s original 

intent, surely it wasn’t to precipitate this backlash against its 

members! 

This story has a happy end for Simon Singh. An appeals judge 

overturned the original ruling that he had to prove deliberate 

intent to mislead on the BCA’s part, which would have allowed 

him to make a more reasonable defence in court. It never came to 

that, though, as the BCA withdrew their libel action in April 2010. 

This is not just a heart-warming David vs. Goliath story, with 

David striking a fatal blow with a single strike from a slingshot. 

Rather, the tables were turned on Goliath when it turned out 

David was not just a single powerless individual, but somebody 

with a strong army of supporters who came to his aid when 

needed. 

Here’s the point 

You don’t run your business in isolation. You never have, but the 

modern social Internet has made this even more important – even 

if you don’t sell on-line. So build and nurture your ‚tribe‛ – the 

network of people important to your business. 

In the past, the main members of your tribe were your customers – 

the people who know you, like you, trust you, will buy from you, 

and will refer you enthusiastically to others. Customers are still 

important, and everything that was true of them then is still true 

now. 

However, there are now other influential groups of people to 

introduce into your business tribe, and some of them could be just 

as important to you as your customers. So we’ll look at them – and 

how you interact with them – in this chapter. 
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Broadly, we’ll consider five different groups of people you 

interact with in your business: 

 

You deal with these groups in different ways: 

 Delegate to staff  

 Collaborate with peers  

 Affiliate with influencers  

 Engage with customers 

 Sell to advertisers 

Delegate to staff 

When a business owner talks about their staff now, they might not 

only be referring to people who work in their office. The Internet 

has allowed us to broaden the definition of staff to include many 

other people who work for you, including part-time staff, 

telecommuters who work from home, contractors, independent 

consultants, outsourced permanent staff, outsourced ad hoc staff, 

and even random Internet users who contribute to the business. 

This, of course, is one of the most dramatic shifts for business 

owners today. It’s not just optional to go beyond your traditional 

advertisers

customers

influencers

peers

staff

you
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staffing methods; for many businesses it’s imperative. Otherwise 

they will be less competitive, less attractive to future employees, 

and less able to meet their customers’ demands. 

Let’s consider three ways you can source your staff: 

 

In brief: 

 You can insource work to your employees and contractors, 

who are ‚on your payroll‛ 

 You can outsource work to other organisations (often in other 

countries), either on an on-going basis or on an ad hoc basis 

 You can crowdsource work by opening it up to the world, and 

making use of diverse expertise 

Let’s look at these in more detail – in particular outsourcing and 

crowdsourcing, which are both relatively new concepts. 

Insource 

This is the traditional option, and it has its benefits: 

 Control: Because your workers are on staff, you have some 

degree of ‚control‛ over them – through their wages, working 

conditions, and other features of a normal ‚job‛. 
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 Consistency: You’ve interviewed them, trained them and 

worked with them, so you know the level of work you can 

expect from them. 

 Convenience: If they are in the same office, it’s easy to drop by 

to discuss the work. This is not so easy if they are in another 

city, another country and another time zone. 

 Speed: You set their priorities, which means you can meet 

important deadlines more reliably than when you’re dealing 

with outsiders. Many external providers do take pride in 

working fast and meeting deadlines, but you can’t always rely 

on them to do so. 

 Continuity: You know your staff, they get to know you, and 

you build a long-term relationship with them. 

 Availability: They are around when you need them! With 

outsiders, you have to take the chance they will be available, 

or make arrangements with them well in advance. 

I’m not going to go into more detail about insourcing work here; 

this brief overview is enough to contrast it with the other options. 

Outsource 

The Internet makes it so much easier for you to delegate and out-

source work to people all around the world, sometimes for 

ridiculously low fees because of currency exchange rates. 

However, this is not just about saving money; it’s also about 

tapping into skills and expertise from around the world. It also 

allows you to look beyond the borders of your own city and 

country, and help people in other parts of the world. 

Broadly, there are two kinds of outsourcing: The ad hoc project you 

outsource to an external provider; and moving a large part of your 

operations to another country. We won’t consider the latter kind, 

which is often called ‚off-shoring‛, because it’s a significant 

business shift and is usually done by larger businesses. Instead 



 Build Your Tribe 107 

 

we’ll focus on the ad hoc outsourcing, where you parcel out certain 

projects to people outside your organisation (and often, outside 

the country). 

First, keep in mind this is not a new concept; for decades, 

businesses have been outsourcing things like bookkeeping, 

advertising, printing, graphic design and branding. What has 

changed recently is that the Internet brings more providers to 

your door, and allows you to outsource even more of your 

business functions. 

Many business owners think only about outsourcing process-

oriented secretarial or administrative tasks, like billing, 

bookkeeping, following up late payments and taking telephone 

messages. However, you can even find the right people to do 

more sophisticated things, such as on-line research, customer 

surveys, managing your events, customer service, designing 

PowerPoint presentations, writing, proofreading and search 

engine marketing. 

Here are some of the benefits (some obvious, others not so): 

 Price: You can often get work done for a fraction of the price of 

local providers. This doesn’t mean you have to deal with 

amateurs, either; many outsourced providers run very 

professional businesses.  

 Skills: These providers come from all over the world, so you 

have a better chance of finding people with the specific skills 

you require.  

 Range: You’ll often get a range of providers bidding on your 

job, and you can choose the provider who most closely offers 

what you require.  

 Speed: If your local provider is unavailable or has a long 

waiting list, it’s sometimes quicker to find somebody else to 

do a particular project. 
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 Resilience: You decrease your reliance on a sole provider – 

perhaps even one person – to do critical tasks, because you 

have a stable of suppliers to choose from, now and in the 

future. 

 Diversity: Different providers bring different perspectives and 

new approaches to their work, so you have less risk of being 

stuck with just one way of doing things. 

You can find individual suppliers on-line, but an easier way to get 

started is with an outsourcing community site like Elance.com, 

Guru.com or VWorker.com, which all allow you to reach and 

select from many providers. After you find reliable providers for 

certain tasks, you’ll want to work with them directly. But to find 

them initially, it’s useful to start with these communities. 

I’ll talk about Elance here; the others are similar. 

Broadly, the outsourcing process works like this: 

 You advertise your job requirements on Elance 

 A number of providers bid on your project 

 You choose one of the providers 

 They complete the project for you 

 You pay them the agreed fee 

The whole process is easy and cost-effective. You don’t have to 

pay for advertising your project, and you only pay the agreed 

price. Elance makes its money by taking a commission from the 

provider. You’re also not obliged to accept any of the bids you 

receive. If none of them seem suitable, simply ignore them all. 

If outsourcing is new to you, you might feel a bit nervous about it, 

and that’s natural. Start with something small and safe, not 

something big, complex and with a tight deadline. 

Write a full description of your project, giving all the information 

that providers will require to make a reasonable bid. In general, 
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the more information you can provide the better; that way, they 

don’t have to pad their fee to cover for contingencies. If possible, 

give them samples of similar work, so they know your standards 

and expectations. 

Decide on a reasonable budget (if you’re not sure, search Elance 

for similar projects), and specify this when you submit your 

project. If it’s too low, you’ll only get low-quality providers; if it’s 

too high, you could waste money because providers tend to bid 

close to your budget amount. However, it’s usually better to err 

on the side of bidding high, so you attract higher-quality bids and 

more reliable providers. 

After you post your project on Elance, you’ll receive a number of 

bids – usually with a big rush within 24 hours. Now it’s up to you 

to choose a bidder. Don’t just choose the lowest bid. Look for 

other criteria, such as the following: 

 Check they’re responding specifically and individually to 

your project, not just submitting a standard generic response. 

If they can’t even be bothered putting some effort into the bid, 

it doesn’t say much about their work ethic. 

 Look at the number of projects they’ve done, in order to assess 

their experience, reliability and commitment. 

 Read feedback from other buyers. Unhappy customers don’t 

hold back when venting their frustration on Elance! 

 Look for samples of similar work they’ve done. If they’re 

smart, they’ll attach the most relevant examples to their bid 

itself. If they haven’t, look at their portfolio page for samples. 

 If relevant, consider distance issues, such as country, time 

zone and English language skills. 

Finally, sometimes it’s appropriate to ignore these guidelines and 

trust your instinct. For instance, I sometimes take a chance on new 

providers who don’t have a long history on Elance and hence 

can’t show me testimonials or positive feedback. After all, 
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somebody has to give them their first job, and it might as well be 

me. However, I’ll only do this for small, easily-defined, non-

critical jobs. 

Set intermediate deadlines with specific deliverables and progress 

payments, especially if it’s the first time you’re working with a 

provider. This is not only for you to keep an eye on them; it’s also 

an opportunity for them to ask for feedback as early as possible. 

If things seem to be going off track, raise the issue sooner rather 

than later. Be polite but assertive, and take responsibility for your 

feelings. If you’re feeling concerned or worried, say so. If a 

provider is consistently failing to meet agreed requirements, don’t 

wait in silence, hoping things will correct themselves. There might 

be a real problem at their end, so you need to know this as soon as 

possible – even if it means jettisoning this provider and finding 

somebody else at short notice. 

Of course, ultimately you can withhold payment, but that’s a last 

resort. Before it gets to that stage, warn them they are jeopardising 

the chances of a high feedback rating. This rating affects their 

future work, so it’s very important to them. 

Finally, be a good customer! Pay promptly. Thank them for doing 

a good job. Leave them positive feedback (Go wild and rave about 

them if appropriate). And give them more work soon14. 

Crowdsource 

Creativity consultant Yvonne Adele operates a service called 

‚Ideas While You Sleep‛ for her clients. When a client wants an 

idea, they ask Yvonne, who in turn asks her team of  

‚Ideas Agents‛, a disparate group of people around the world 

                                                           
14 For more about dealing with Elance, including step-by-step processes 

for running an outsourced project, get the e-book Outsourcing Your Jobs at 

my Web site www.GihanPerera.com. 

http://www.gihanperera.com/
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who supply ideas for her (and get paid for it). As a result, the 

client gets many ideas – and from a variety of sources. 

This is just one example of crowdsourcing, where you send your 

requests out to the world, and many people have the opportunity 

to respond to them. Unlike insourcing and outsourcing, 

crowdsourcing calls on the input of many people before you 

narrow down your choice. 

This might sound like a random and haphazard way to do 

business, especially if you’ve always operated in a strictly 

controlled work environment. I’m certainly not recommending 

you use crowdsourcing for everything in your business. But for 

tasks without a clearly defined process and output, it can provide 

surprisingly good results. 

This has been difficult to do in the past, but in today’s flatter 

world, it’s easier to reach people with the right skills. For example, 

Yvonne started the Ideas While You Sleep service by simply 

contacting her 2,000 Twitter followers and inviting them to be the 

first Ideas Agents. This wasn’t even a targeted group, but there 

were enough interested people in it for her to get started. 

Think of crowdsourcing as like running a competition, where only 

one person wins a prize, but many enter for the chance to win. 

That said, running a successful crowdsourcing project is not as 

simple as announcing it to the world and hoping the right people 

will turn up. As Bob Hoskins said in the quirky comedy, The 

Favor, The Watch and The Very Big Fish: 

‚The Bible says, ‘Cast your bread upon the waters and it shall 

be returned a thousandfold.’ But what can you do with a 

thousand loaves of soggy bread?‛ 
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Crowdsourcing consultants Chaordix recommend you follow 

eight key principles to make your crowdsourcing projects a 

success15: 

 Right Purpose: Put some thought into your crowdsourcing 

project – and in particular, what you would like it to achieve 

for you. You might not know exactly what the crowd will tell 

you, but at least know why you’re asking. 

 Right Call: Ask the question the right way – open enough to 

allow for their innovation and creativity, but specific enough 

to give them direction towards your purpose. If there are 

specific requirements and some constraints, state them clearly 

– just as you would when posting an Elance project. 

 Right Crowd: Problems that require specific technical skills (for 

example, analysing aerial photographs to look for potential 

drilling spots) will attract a different crowd than those that are 

more general (for example, creating a new slogan for a brand). 

Choose your target crowd based on the qualifications required 

to tackle (or even understand!) the problem, but keep it as 

diverse as possible in order to get different perspectives. 

 Right Incentives: Offer the right incentives in order to 

encourage both participation and depth. It’s not always about 

money, either – Yvonne Adele reports that some of her Ideas 

Agents are happy to contribute without pay, for a number of 

reasons. It also doesn’t have to be all about one big prize – you 

can offer minor prizes, special mentions, and prizes along the 

way for frequent or early contributions. 

 Right Model: Be clear about what you want from the crowd – is 

it an idea, a concept design, a prototype or a full 

implementation? Yvonne Adele is asking her Ideas Agents to 

contribute just the ideas, which her clients then take and 

                                                           
15 This list is used with permission. Download Chaordix’s excellent white 

paper 8 Principles of Successful Crowdsourcing from their Web site 

www.chaordix.com. 

http://www.chaordix.com/
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implement. At the other extreme, if you want a new logo 

designed, you can submit a brief at 99Designs.com and the 

crowd will respond with detailed design concepts. 

 Right Promotion: A big part of your success depends on 

reaching the right people. If you can tap into crowdsourcing 

marketplaces like 99 Designs, that makes your job easier; but 

if not, you’ll have to find your own crowd. This is so much 

more effective if you’ve built a strong following already (as 

we’ve discussed already in the Lead With Value and Invest In 

Reputation chapters – pages 40 and 55). Keep in mind people 

tend to hang out with other people like them, so if you can 

reach one good prospective supplier, they are likely to know 

others – so make it easy for them to pass on your message. 

 Right Community Management: Some crowdsourcing 

environments foster a community of participants, who are 

willing to collaborate even while competing with each other 

for the prize. If you can build this sort of community – and it 

starts with the right intent on your part (that is, a sincere 

desire to help everybody, not just a sneaky way to get more 

for less money) – it can be profitable and fulfilling for 

everybody. Later in this chapter we’ll look at how to build a 

membership site for your customers. Everything there applies 

equally to building a community for crowdsourcing. 

 Right Technology: You might be able to start with a simple 

tweet, as Yvonne Adele did, but if you’re planning to do a lot 

of crowdsourcing, or even do one big crowdsourcing project, 

consider investing in specific crowdsourcing technology. 

Chaordix includes this list of questions to ask for starters: 

− Do you need anti-bias mechanisms that protect against 

vote stacking and other activity that can distort results?  

− Do you need features that let contributors reach out via 

other social media like Twitter and to social networks like 

Facebook to foster participation and crowd growth? 
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− Does your community manager need an instant view into 

crowd activity that makes it easy to moderate 

conversations, resolve any conflict and keep members 

constructively participating? 

− Do you need to be able to apply incentive programs, 

including badges or points, along with cash awards? 

− And if you are seeking to keep a crowd engaged over 

time, pay serious attention to community features such as 

rich profiling, follow and friend features.  

Whether you’re insourcing, outsourcing or crowdsourcing, you’re 

in effect creating a supplier-customer relationship with other 

people. You can also create more equal partnerships by working 

with peers, so let’s discuss that now. 

Collaborate with peers 

Do you view other people and businesses offering similar 

products and services as your competitors or your peers? There’s 

no right or wrong answer to this question. However, if you do 

think of them as peers rather than competitors, you open up the 

possibility of creating powerful collaborations that help 

everybody – you, them and both of your markets. 

Thanks to the Internet, collaboration no longer means getting 

together face to face, so you’re no longer limited to people in your 

local area. They can be in different countries, different time zones, 

different organisations and perhaps even speaking different 

languages. Of course, these situations do present their own set of 

obstacles, but I’m not saying this sort of collaboration is easy; only 

that it’s feasible. 

I’m going to share six principles of collaboration here, specifically 

related to collaborating using the Internet. On-line collaboration 

has some things in common with face-to-face collaboration, but it 
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also has some important differences. So we’ll examine six broad 

guidelines for your collaborative efforts on-line16: 

 Use the Cloud 

 Show your face 

 Let go of perfection 

 Work to a plan 

 Set the ground rules 

 Think global  

Use the Cloud 

As far as possible, keep your data and documents on-line (‚in the 

Cloud‛, as this is sometimes called) so everybody has access to 

them at any time, without any concerns about which is the most 

recent version, who has the ‚master version‛, changes being 

overwritten by other people, and so on. 

Think of the Cloud as like having a hard drive on your network: 

Everybody can access documents on that drive; the only 

difference is that the ‚drive‛ is on the Internet. 

This is not always easy in practice, especially if you have existing 

systems that aren’t in the Cloud. For example, you might decide to 

use Google Docs or a wiki for your shared documents, because 

these services are fully in the Cloud. However, Google Docs 

currently doesn’t provide the same features as, say, Microsoft 

Word – so this might not be practical. 

However, don’t give up too soon. If you haven’t explored Cloud-

based options, you might be surprised to discover just how much 

can be done that way. As a rule of thumb, start by assuming it can 

be done in the Cloud; and only fall back to a non-Cloud-based 

solution if absolutely necessary. 

                                                           
16 This is an extract from my forthcoming book, Out Of Office, co-authored 

with Chris Pudney. Find out more at OutOfOfficeBook.com. 

http://www.outofofficebook.com/
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Show your face 

If you’re collaborating with strangers, be human and share your 

personality during your collaboration; and allow others to share 

theirs with you. You don’t have the personal rapport of face-to-

face interaction, so you have to work harder to inject your 

personality into your on-line presence. 

For example, if you’re collaborating using a service that enables 

you to create a profile (such as Facebook, Twitter, Ning 

communities, LinkedIn and the like), do so. Change the colour 

scheme to personalise it and upload a current photograph of 

yourself. Share personal information (appropriately!) about 

yourself, and exchange thoughts and comments. 

Of course, this principle doesn’t give you permission to violate 

common sense, etiquette and appropriate business-like behaviour. 

So be careful what you share! 

Let go of perfection 

When you collaborate, aim for ‚80% right, 100% complete‛. In 

other words, it’s better to release an imperfect product than to 

never release it at all. 

Don’t try and control everything about the people, the process or 

the outcome. Instead, be flexible and accommodating, except 

when you feel strongly about something. Of course, this is true in 

any collaborative effort, but especially in on-line collaboration, 

which has the added barrier of distance. 

This doesn’t imply the final product will be of poor quality; it’s 

just that people have such different opinions it is virtually 

impossible for a product produced by collaboration to be exactly 

what any one collaborator wanted. 
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Work to a plan 

One way to ensure you maintain the 80% quality rate is to work to 

a clear-cut plan. Be clear about milestones, deliverables and 

deadlines; and make sure everyone involved knows and 

understands the plan. This is particularly important when 

working with an ad hoc team that hasn’t worked together before. 

Your collaborators often work in different time zones and 

different timetables. Having a clear plan, with goals and 

deadlines, makes it much easier for everyone to manage their time 

and priorities. 

Set the ground rules 

Be clear about rules and parameters for executing the plan so 

everyone understands how the collaborative effort is going to 

work. In particular, be clear about implicit assumptions that might 

cause problems later. For example: 

 If something is due ‚by 5pm tomorrow‛, is that 5pm in your 

time zone, 5pm in your colleague’s time zone, or 5pm GMT? 

 If somebody has to create a document, in what format will 

they deliver it? If Microsoft Word, for example, in which 

Word version? This might mean the difference between the 

rest of the team being able to read it or not. 

 If you get stuck part-way through a task, how do you ask for 

help? If the right people aren’t available, do you make your 

best guess and continue, or wait until they are available? 

 If you’re working together on a document, what common 

writing and formatting styles will you adopt? 

Some of these decisions might sound trivial and not worth 

discussing at the outset. But don’t be fooled! In an office, you can 

often resolve them by simply peeking around a colleague’s door 

or partition. This isn’t always as easy in an on-line collaboration. 
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Think global 

Take into account the different ‚locales‛ inherent in collaborating 

with international partners – things like time zones, language, 

spelling, currency and customs. It is possible to collaborate 

remotely, even with these differences, as long as everybody takes 

them into account. 

Affiliate with influencers 

My marketing coach Mal Emery liked to ask, ‚Who has your 

customer before you?‛ His point was that each customer interacts 

with many people every day, and if any of those people 

recommended you, it would be far more effective (and less 

expensive) than almost any other marketing technique. 

For example: 

 Business coaches could get referrals from accountants 

 Florists could get referrals from bridal shops 

 I.T. trainers could get referrals from computer retail shops 

In brief, one party (the merchant) has a product and the other 

party (the affiliate) has access to the market. They join forces in a 

very simple agreement, where the merchant pays the affiliate a 

commission on each sale: 
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This works best when the affiliate is an influential and respected 

person within their network, and the merchant has an effective 

sales system for converting leads into sales. 

Although businesses have been conducting joint ventures like this 

for decades, Amazon.com brought it to prominence on-line when 

it started its affiliate program, where anybody can refer people to 

the Amazon.com Web site, and receive a commission on every 

sale. Since then, affiliate programs have flourished on-line. 

There is a lot of material already written about affiliate marketing, 

but most of it is aimed at those who want to build a new business 

around affiliate marketing. That does work – in fact, I personally 

know people who have done that very successfully. But for most 

businesses, that’s not the goal. Rather, they already have an 

operating business, and now want to add affiliate marketing as 

one of their marketing channels. 

Benefits 

Creating an affiliate program has a number of potential benefits: 

 Database: Somebody else has done all the work in building a 

customer list. This could have taken months or even years, 

and usually involves a considerable cost in time and money. 

 Reach: You can reach markets that would otherwise be outside 

your reach. 

 Focus: Providing you pick the right affiliates, with the right 

people in their list, you’ll get more highly targeted visitors to 

your Web site. Twenty of these visitors could be worth more 

to you than two thousand random visitors who find you in 

search engines. 

 Trust: When your affiliate endorses you, you overcome most 

of the trust issues people have when buying on the Internet. In 

effect, you piggy-back on the trust the affiliate has already 

established. 
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 Cost: It’s a no-risk proposition, because you only pay affiliates 

for successful referrals. It’s free marketing for you, and you 

only pay out of profits you would never have had otherwise. 

The biggest problem is that most affiliate programs don’t work! 

Most business owners are too optimistic about the results they 

expect from their affiliate programs; so they end up investing a lot 

of time and energy in something that doesn’t pay off. That’s not to 

say you should not conduct an affiliate program! Just go in there 

with your eyes open. 

Doing the numbers 

Before you launch your affiliate program, make sure the numbers 

work for you. 

 Commission rate: What percentage of profits are you willing to 

offer to affiliates? Obviously, the higher your offer, the more 

incentive it gives them to sell for you. On the other hand, the 

lower your offer, the more profit you get to keep. I recommend 

you start by being too generous rather than too stingy, so your 

affiliates are more motivated to work on your behalf. 

 Lifetime value: At first, you might set your affiliate 

commissions based on the initial sale. However, some 

merchants pay 100% or even more to their affiliates. They can 

do this because they know the lifetime value of their 

customers. They’re willing to give away all the profit from the 

initial sale – and sometimes even more – in order to get a loyal 

customer. Of course, this is extremely attractive to their 

affiliates, who get a large commission on each sale. 

 On-going commissions: Are you paying the affiliate a 

commission only on the first sale or on all future sales? Again, 

it’s more attractive to them if you promise them an on-going 

income stream, especially if they don’t have to do any work 

for the recurring income. 
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 Conversion rate: What percentage of site visitors ends up 

becoming customers? If you know you make one sale for 

every 100 people who visit your site, that gives your affiliate 

an indication of the sort of result they might get as well. Of 

course, this isn’t guaranteed (because the people they send to 

your site might be different from your typical site visitors), 

but it is an indication. 

 Price point: If you sell high-priced products, your affiliates 

naturally get bigger commissions. They might be willing to 

settle for a lower percentage or a lower conversion rate, as 

long as they know they are still getting a significant payment 

for each sale. 

Starting small 

There are some excellent – and sophisticated – affiliate marketing 

systems available. However, these systems can be expensive or 

difficult to learn. They are essential when you’ve built 

momentum, but I’m going to suggest an easier way to get started. 

Start by finding one person or company you would like as an 

affiliate. Talk to them; explain the commission deal you’re 

offering; and invite them to be an affiliate. 

Then, before you install any affiliate software on your Web site, 

simply create a special page for that affiliate to promote whatever 

product you want them to sell. This page is an exact duplicate of 

the public page on your Web site promoting that same product. 

But your affiliate’s page is private – only they know the address. 

And you have some way of knowing if somebody orders through 

that page (For example, you can use a unique product code). 

You then ask them to do their promotion for you, and refer people 

to that private page. You can supply them with sales copy, or ask 

them to write it themselves. 

Now you sit back and wait! 
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You have an affiliate eager to find you customers; you’ve chosen 

your best product for them to promote; and they’ve sent some 

promotional material sent to a database. This is about the best 

scenario possible. 

If you get a strong positive response, congratulations! This is a 

good sign it’s worth expanding the program. 

However, my guess is you’ll be disappointed with the results – 

because, as I said earlier, most business owners over-estimate their 

results. That’s not necessarily a bad sign, because this was just a 

test run. It gives you valuable information about what works and 

what doesn’t. You have the opportunity to adjust a few things and 

try again. 

You might even decide an affiliate program isn’t right for you just 

yet. Perhaps the returns were so low you realise it shouldn’t be 

one of your top priorities. Perhaps you didn’t realise how difficult 

it would be for other people to promote your products and 

services. Perhaps you ended up with too many leads that didn’t 

turn into sales – and hence wasted your time. 

Regardless of the results, this experiment has been a success. Even 

if you decide not to continue, it was a fast, inexpensive way to 

reach that decision. 

If you do decide to persevere with your affiliate program, repeat 

the experiment with a few more hand-picked affiliates. Remember 

that you engineered the best-case scenario the first time, so it’s 

worth experimenting again. If this still works, you can invest with 

confidence in proper affiliate software. 

Making it work 

Some shopping cart systems, such as ClickBank.com and E-

Junkie.com, come with affiliate programs built in, which makes it 

easy for you to invite potential affiliates. If you don’t have an 
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affiliate program built in, you’ll have to buy an external package 

or have somebody create it for you. 

As the merchant, it’s up to you to provide all the marketing 

material for your affiliates. Give them the right code to link to 

your Web site (don’t assume they will know this already), banners 

or images to put on their Web site, and even direct marketing 

letters to send to their mailing list. 

Set up a formal agreement with the affiliate.  This doesn’t have to 

be full of complicated legal terms, but it does have to contain some 

basic things, such as: 

 What products and services fall under the agreement 

 The commission you pay on each sale 

 Any ‚trail commissions‛ for future sales 

 How each party could terminate the agreement 

If you’ve never done this before, use an affiliate program that 

takes care of this for you. 

Engage with customers 

Traditional marketing treated the customer as an amorphous 

blurry blob. You walked in as an individual, but you were treated 

as a demographic; not as a person but as a ‚type of person‛: 

 

To be fair, it was difficult to treat customers any other way. The 

owner of the corner store was the exception, but he had the luxury 

of dealing with a small number of people. It simply wasn’t feasible 
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for any larger business to treat each customer as a demographic of 

one. 

Computers changed that. With powerful database capabilities, 

customer relationship management systems did allow business 

owners to treat each customer individually, even with large 

numbers (this is called mass customisation). Now the blob is no 

longer blurry: 

 

The modern Internet added another refinement: The ability for 

customers to interact with each other, not just with you. 

‚Community‛ became the new marketing buzzword. You not 

only allow customers to interact with each other; you encourage it. 

They’re going to be doing it anyway – on Facebook, review Web 

sites, complaint sites and other discussion groups – so you can’t 

avoid it. On the contrary, embrace it. 

Those blurry blobs are now not only in sharp focus, they are 

surrounded by others like them: 

 

There’s one thing still missing from this picture: You. The third 

opportunity is to immerse yourself in your customer community, 

and truly collaborate with them. You’ll do this initially as the 
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leader and then gradually step back from the leadership role to 

allow others to take the lead: 

 

These three factors – customisation, community and collaboration 

– have radically changed the way we can involve our customers in 

our business. Do it right and everybody wins; do it wrong and 

you give a competitor the opportunity to step in. 

Customisation: Customers as individuals 

The first, and usually easiest, way to engage with your customers 

is to treat them as individuals – a task that is much easier with 

modern customer relationship management software. Start by 

asking yourself how early in the business process you want to 

involve them. Most businesses only do this after the sale, when 

asking them to complete an evaluation form (Of course, you 

interact with the customer earlier, but that’s not really involving 

them in the process; it’s simply pushing them through the process 

to get the sale). 

At the other end of the scale is something many home owners are 

familiar with: Engaging an architect to design their dream home. 

The customer is involved right from the start, and at whatever 

level of detail they want, right down to the colour of the door 

handles on the bathroom cabinet. 
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Of course, engaging an architect is costly and time-consuming; so 

many builders offer the option of pre-designed homes for the 

more budget-conscious customer. 

The difference now is that many of the customisation options are 

no longer expensive or time-consuming. In fact, many of them are 

completely ‚do it yourself‛, so it costs nothing to give the 

customer more flexibility and a genuine feeling of ownership. 

The earlier in the process you involve your customers, the more 

engaged and loyal they are, and the greater their satisfaction. Let’s 

consider three places where you can engage your customers. 

Promotion 

Scoopon, one of the many deal-of-the-day Web sites in Australia, 

encourages customers to promote the daily deal to their friends, 

with a minimum number of customers before ‚the deal’s on‛: 

 

Some deal-of-the-day sites even lower the price as more people 

take up the deal, offering an even bigger incentive for customers 

to promote the deal to their friends. 

Consider how you can do the same thing. Your customers can be 

your most enthusiastic fans, so allow them to promote you – 

ideally with an incentive for them to do so. 

Design 

If you want to create your own branded merchandise – things like 

T-shirts, coffee mugs, posters, calendars or greeting cards – you no 
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longer need to order them in bulk from a wholesaler. Instead, you 

head over to CafePress.com, and design it yourself – even for 

quantities as small as one! Café Press then allows you to sell these 

items yourself (at whatever mark-up you choose). From their 

viewpoint, you are their customer (and distributor!); and they 

allow you to design your own products. 

How can you do this in your own business to involve your 

customers in the design of the products and services they will 

eventually buy from you? Many Internet users are completely 

comfortable uploading photographs, videos, audio clips, slide 

shows and the like – so don’t be afraid to ask them to do so. 

Support 

When I find problems with any of the software I use, instead of 

looking up the software’s user guide, I simply search Google 

instead. If it’s popular software, I invariably find a discussion 

group where other users have found, discussed – and usually 

solved – the same problem. Some of these forums are created 

independently of the software company, but the smarter 

organisations – such as Skype, Apple, Microsoft and Mozilla – 

build and host these forums on their own Web site. 

How could you change your after-sales support so customers can 

help each other? You’re not abdicating your responsibility; you’re 

helping them help each other – and many will. 

Community: Customers as members 

T-shirt manufacturer Threadless.com invites customers to create 

the designs for their T-shirts. Members of the community vote on 

the best designs (they get about 1,500 submissions each week), 

which Threadless then produces for its catalogue. What’s more, 

the Threadless community is not just a place for people to vote on 

T-shirt designs; it really is a thriving community, with more than a 

million members! The members aren’t necessarily designing the 
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products they are buying themselves; they are helping Threadless 

design their products. 

Richard Millington, an expert on on-line communities and the 

author of the popular FeverBee.com blog, makes these three 

recommendations for managing an on-line community17: 

 Become an expert on communities – and in particular, the 

psychology and sociology that make them work. 

 Plan communities for people, not machines. Identify the sort 

of members you want, then find out what matters to them, 

and only then invest in the technology to support them. 

 Re-think the role of technology. Always keep in mind the 

technology is simply there to support and promote 

interactions between real people. 

Few organisations have had as much success as Threadless, 

though many have tried. Most fail because they don’t understand 

what their members want (community, contribution, a feeling of 

ownership, a sense of pride, and so on), so they make one of these 

mistakes: 

 Trying to turn free members into paying customers 

 Offering inappropriate incentives, which makes members feel 

offended that the business is trying to buy their loyalty 

 Focussing too much on the technology – and in particular, 

trying to automate too much 

If you plan to create a community for your customers, be aware 

this is a serious commitment; it’s more than just giving them a 

password to a private page of your Web site. Be willing to invest 

both time and money (time in particular) in starting it and driving 

it until it builds its own momentum. Do it with a long-term view, 

not a short-term expectation. 

                                                           
17 I recommend his Online Community Manifesto, which you can download 

free at www.feverbee.com. 

http://www.feverbee.com/
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Broadly, your community members are looking for one (or more) 

of three things: 

 Community: A sense of belonging, participation and 

contribution 

In technology terms, this sort of community should be like 

Facebook – with things like profile pictures, ability for them to 

personalise their profile, forums, blogs, chat rooms, special 

interest groups, and so on. 

 Resources: Unique information, insight and other ‚stuff‛ that 

helps them solve their problems, achieve their goals and 

overcome their fears and concerns 

In this sort of community, you provide things like product 

training videos, webinars (live and recorded), e-books and 

special reports, audio downloads, on-line courses, an on-line 

support forum, and so on. 

 Access: Special access to you and your business 

This sort of community provides things like priority telephone 

and e-mail support, discounts on products and services, 

invitations to private events, job opportunities, exclusive 

news, and so on. 

Start your community with a clear idea of which of these three 

things matters most, but be aware the members might not know 

until they experience it themselves. 

For example, when I started my membership site for clients18, I 

intended to create a forum for business professionals to share 

ideas (in other words, my purpose was to build ‚Community‛). 

However, I soon discovered what they really wanted were the 

resources I provided and the access to me. I have now abandoned 

the idea of trying to build a sense of community within my 

members (it does happen, but by chance rather than design), and 

                                                           
18 The eGurus Community, at www.eGurus.info. 

http://www.egurus.info/
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focus instead on providing world-class resources and increased 

access to me. 

Collaboration: Customers as peers 

At the 2009 Thought Leaders conference in Sydney, Michael 

Henderson, a ‚corporate anthropologist‛, made the point that in 

most businesses the leader is at the top of a hierarchy; but in 

cultural tribes the leader is often at the centre. Ask yourself this 

question: 

‚What would I do if I was at the centre of my tribe?‛ 

This gives you a different perspective on your role as a leader. 

You’re giving yourself the opportunity to collaborate with your 

customers, not just sell to them. You’re treating your customers as 

peers, and that gives you significant opportunities to truly add 

value to their lives. 

Here are some things you can do: 

 Find members who need each other’s services, but who don’t 

know each other, and introduce them 

 Introduce members with common interests to each other 

 Introduce members who work in the same market, but with 

non-competing products and services, to each other 

 Position other members of the community as experts, rather 

than you being ‚the‛ expert 

 Empower other members of the community to take on 

leadership roles 

 Create mastermind groups within the community 

 Leverage the buying power of the community to negotiate 

discounts and special deals for members 

 Create joint venture projects with members 
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These don’t look like typical business-customer interactions – and 

that’s precisely the point: They’re not. They also might not seem 

related to your core business of selling your products and services; 

and again that’s precisely the point. Treat your customers as 

colleagues and peers – and yes, even friends – and you might find 

more profitable and more fulfilling opportunities than you would 

ever find by doing business the traditional way. 

Sell to advertisers 

We’ve just considered how to serve the customers in your tribe. 

Now let’s turn that around and consider what happens when you 

are the customer, and other suppliers want access to your tribe. 

We’ll call these people ‚advertisers‛, even though we’ll look at 

various ways of working with them, some of which go beyond the 

traditional meaning of advertising. 

Benefits 

The advertisers want access for different reasons – for example: 

 To promote their products and services 

 To conduct market research 

 To recruit staff or contractors 

Your members, on the other hand, gain different benefits from 

being associated with these advertisers: 

 Subsidised membership 

 Access to the advertisers’ discounts and offers 

 A way to get their voice heard, through market research, 

surveys and other ways they interact with the advertisers 

 Employment opportunities, if the advertisers are recruiting 

from your network 

 Joint venture opportunities, if members see a way to work 

together with the advertisers 
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Finally, there are clear benefits to you as well: 

 Higher revenue is one obvious benefit 

 You can increase your credibility, if you attract high-profile 

advertisers 

 It can be a springboard to deeper involvement with these 

advertisers 

 If your advertisers are offering benefits to members, it can 

make your community more attractive to potential members 

 You can invite advertisers to run competitions (or provide 

prizes for your competitions) or sponsor events – which 

provide high-value benefits at low cost to you 

A matter of trust 

There are three parties involved in these arrangements: You, the 

advertisers and your members. When creating an arrangement, 

put your members’ needs above your advertisers’ desires, and 

even above your own short-term needs. Your members are the 

more valuable asset, so don’t sell them out for the sake of a short-

term cash injection. 

Of course, this is especially important if you’re creating a new 

arrangement within an existing community. You’ll find your 

members have the full spectrum of opinions about advertising. 

Some won’t mind seeing the occasional advertising (and might 

even welcome it, knowing it’s allowing you to keep growing the 

community); others will be vehemently opposed to it. You can’t 

please everybody; however, there are some things you can do to 

avoid upsetting your members: 

 Explain why you’re involving advertisers: Instead of springing an 

advertising surprise on members, explain to them (beforehand 

if possible, or at least when the first advertising starts to 

appear) why you’re doing it, and how it will be of benefit to 

them. If you explain you’re doing it to defray costs and keep 
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membership free, most members will understand and accept 

your decision. 

 Ask your members what they want: If appropriate, ask your 

members what they would like; and use that to choose the 

right advertisers. For example, if they want discounts on 

certain services, you can approach a supplier of these services 

and ask them to become an advertiser or sponsor. It becomes a 

win-win-win situation: Your members get what they want; the 

advertiser knows they have a warm group of prospects; and 

you get paid an advertising fee. 

 Act as a gatekeeper: Give your advertisers access through you, 

not directly. For example, you might allow advertisers to 

advertise in your monthly member newsletter, but you don’t 

give them the mailing list. 

 Write a clear privacy policy: Make sure your privacy policy (or 

‚terms of use‛ statement) clearly states how much you respect 

your members’ privacy and confidentiality. Many of these 

policies are long, intimidating documents full of legalese 

heavily weighted against the user. Be the exception by making 

yours short, simple and clear about your responsibilities (not 

just your rights). 

 Let members opt in: Your advertisers will push for access to as 

many members as possible, as frequently as possible. Your 

members, on the other hand, will probably want as little 

advertising as possible. There is a middle ground, where you 

allow members to choose what advertising they get, and at 

what frequency. 

That might sound unrealistic (after all, won’t all members 

simply choose to get nothing at all?), but it can work in certain 

circumstances. If the advertisers are offering genuine benefits 

to members, and the members are interested in those benefits, 

there’s no reason why they won’t choose to opt in to find out 

about these benefits. 



134      Fast, Flat and Free 

That’s exactly the business model of the various ‚deal of the 

day‛ sites like Groupon, Scoopon, JumpOnIt, Zazz and Catch 

of the Day. They send one or more advertising e-mail 

messages a day; but because they offer genuine value, 

consumers are happy to subscribe to their mailing lists. 

Revenue models 

There is no standard model for working with advertisers, so be 

willing to negotiate. Of course, the bigger and more established 

your community, the stronger your negotiating position. 

Again, I remind you to always have your members in mind when 

negotiating arrangements with advertisers. The members are the 

source of your long-term profits, so don’t kill the goose that lays 

the golden eggs in order to make a quick buck in the short term. 

Here are some of the most common advertising models used in 

on-line communities. 

Pay per view 

In this agreement, advertisers pay for their advertising to appear a 

certain number of times. You choose how much to charge per 

1,000 views (this is known as the CPM, or Cost Per ... err, 

Thousand), and the advertiser pays this each month. 

You can charge different rates for different placements, different 

ad sizes, and different formats. 

Pay per click 

This time, they pay only when their advertisement is clicked (This 

is Google’s main revenue model). You can charge more than the 

pay-per-view rate, because a click is worth more than a view. 

However, most advertisers won’t know how to write high-quality 

ads, so you run the risk of filling up your best advertising spots 

with under-performing ads. Google addresses this by auctioning 



 Build Your Tribe 135 

 

their advertising spots, with the better ads getting a better position 

(and for a lower rate); but this only works if you have enough 

advertisers to make them compete with each other. 

Pay per sale (affiliate) 

The next step is for them to pay you only when a click leads to a 

sale. You can charge even higher rates, but you’re even more at 

the mercy of the advertiser’s skill in converting leads into sales.  

We talked earlier about affiliate marketing, and this is an example 

– except this time you’re acting as an affiliate for the advertiser. If 

you’re working with established advertisers who have existing 

affiliate programs, you’ll have to fit in with their current 

programs. On the other hand, there’s nothing to stop you 

approaching somebody and offering to be their affiliate. They 

have nothing to lose, apart from the time creating a system to 

track leads. 

Pay per month (sponsor) 

Another option is to charge your advertisers a fixed fee. This is 

often called a sponsorship, and is usually done with a few, rather 

than many, advertisers. This is the option that gives you the 

greatest flexibility and creativity. Sponsorships don’t have to be a 

simple exchange of money; they can take whatever form you like. 

When negotiating a sponsorship deal, look for opportunities 

where the sponsor can offer high-value low-cost products or 

services, because then you both win. 

But wait – there’s more! 

As I mentioned at the start of this 

chapter, your tribe consists of various 

groups of people (not just your 

customers). Of these, the affiliates are 

probably the most challenging group 
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for most business owners to understand and manage – mainly 

because business owners are overly optimistic about its success. 

If you visit the book’s on-line resource centre, you can download 

my e-book Reach New Markets, which is all about how to get 

started with affiliate programs effectively (in more detail than I’ve 

done here in this chapter). See page 11 for information about the 

on-line resource centre, or use the QR code here with your phone 

to go to it immediately: 

 

So what’s next? 

We’ve now looked at the three important components in creating 

a community: 

 Identifying a niche market with problems you can solve 

 Discovering what they want 

 Knowing and nurturing a tribe of followers 

However, having a strong community is not the same as profiting 

from a strong community. Although you might have a strong, 

supportive, enthusiastic community, that doesn’t mean you’re 

making any money! 

So now let’s turn to the important process of making sales. In 

particular, we’ll start by fostering connections with people. 



 

Part Three: 

Your Marketing
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Make Connections: 
The Buck Starts Here 

The property market goes in cycles, and real estate agents operate 

differently according to the current stage in the cycle. But one 

thing that seems to stay the same is their main tactic for finding 

new properties to sell: Dropping flyers in letter boxes, offering an 

obligation-free appraisal of your home. 

I’m assuming this tactic does work to some extent, because I see it 

over and over again. But, to be honest, I find it quite intrusive – 

and I’m sure many others feel the same way. Look at it from the 

home owner’s viewpoint: The agent is asking them to invite a 

complete stranger into their home, based solely on a small note in 

their letter box. What’s more, the stranger will wander through 

every room of the house, looking in places that most people don’t 

even allow their friends to see! 

That’s why every one of their flyers goes into my rubbish bin as 

soon as it arrives. Except one. 

In 2003, I received a flyer with a difference from a local real estate 

agent: Kirsty Spraggon from RE/MAX. Instead of the standard 

‚free appraisal‛ note, Kirsty sent me a two-page newsletter. The 

front page had local news and information:  
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It included the obligatory offer of a free appraisal, but Kirsty even 

made that look different: 

 

But it was the reverse side that really grabbed my attention – it 

was full of discount vouchers from local businesses: 

 

Kirsty’s marketing material stood out not only because it was 

different, but because she set out to build a connection with me – a 

true connection that started with giving value (and not invading 

my privacy). I asked her about this strategy, and she explained 

that her purpose was to connect first, and to do so she wanted 

them to retain the flyer. So by adding value and giving them 

something of benefit, they kept the flyers – often on their 

refrigerator, where they saw it often! 

This strategy was not a fluke on her part; rather, it’s part of her 

core business philosophy. Today Kirsty Spraggon is a professional 
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speaker and trainer (see kirstyspraggon.com.au), educating 

business owners in the importance of building relationships and 

connections. One of her key marketing messages is the perfect 

summary of this chapter: 

‚Don’t think about closing a sale; think about opening a 

relationship.‛ 

Here’s the point 

The Internet has changed the entire buying process – and it affects 

you, even if you don’t sell anything on-line. Barry Trailer and Jim 

Dickie, writing in the Harvard Business Review in 2006, put it this 

way: 

‚Buyers have always had a buy cycle, starting at the point 

they perceive a need. Sellers have always had a sales cycle, 

starting at the point they spot a prospect. It used to be that 

these were in sync ... [but] now, the buy cycle is often well under 

way before the seller is even aware there is a cycle.‛ *emphasis 

added] 

Customers still need to deal with businesses and salespeople, but 

now they do it differently. 

In the past, when they wanted to buy something important – 

whether it was insurance, real estate or their next car – they would 

start by talking to a professional, preferably somebody they 

already knew, liked and trusted. Although they might not be 

ready to buy immediately, this adviser (read: salesperson) would 

take them on a journey, guiding them to the right buying decision. 

That’s no longer the case. Now, when they want something, they 

turn first to Google. And then perhaps they will ask their 

Facebook and LinkedIn friends. Or send a tweet to their followers. 

Or be guided by an e-mail newsletter or blog they read recently. 

At the end of this process, they might still choose to talk to a 

http://www.kirstyspraggon.com.au/
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supplier, but now the interaction is very different. If information is 

power, the customer now has all the power. 

For example, if you’re a car dealer, the customer who walks into 

your showroom is no longer relying on you to provide most of the 

information. Rather, she has already chosen the make and model; 

she has checked the Redbook.com.au Web site to determine her 

maximum buying price and the trade-in price for her old car; she 

has asked her friends for recommendations and advice; and she 

has arranged finance with an on-line finance company. She’s 

entering this negotiation holding all the cards. 

Of course, that’s assuming she has chosen you! After doing all her 

research, she might have chosen somebody else instead – even if 

she was a past customer of yours. Alternatively, she might not 

have excluded you, but you might be just one of many dealers she 

is investigating. 

You might wish for the good old days, when customers would 

contact you as the first step of the buying process. Of course, 

there’s no way to turn back the clock. However, the solution is the 

same in principle: Get involved earlier in the buying process. 

That’s easier said than done, because you don’t know exactly when 

the buying process started (exactly the point the Trailer and Dickie 

made in the extract I quoted earlier). So the only way to be there is 

to always be there. 

Be there in your prospective customer’s life, always delivering 

value and always demonstrating you’re the right person to call 

when they are ready to buy. 

This relies on two principles: Value and consent. We’ve already 

talked about the importance of always delivering value in the 

Lead With Value chapter (page 40), so I won’t talk about that 

further here. The second principle is consent (or permission), and 

that is worth exploring further, because it’s such an important 

concept in the on-line world. 
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Get their consent 

Internet users guard their privacy jealously, and don’t take kindly 

to unwanted privacy intrusions, especially from businesses. They 

are especially sensitive about businesses pushing commercial 

messages on them without permission. This is such a big problem 

that governments worldwide have enacted privacy and anti-spam 

laws (some stronger than others; Australia’s is in the middle of the 

spectrum); and Internet service providers have strict requirements 

about how you can use their service to contact others. 

One of the simplest rules to follow is: If you don’t have their 

consent, don’t do it. Although that will keep you safe, it’s 

sometimes too conservative; and there are times when you can be 

more flexible. 

The type of consent you have from people in your network can be 

grouped into four categories, from weakest to strongest: 

 

 Assumed: You assume they are willing to hear from you, 

unless they complain 

 Allowed: They have implicitly given their consent due to their 

past dealings with you 

 Agreed: They have explicitly given you their consent to interact 

in certain ways 

 Approved: You have such a strong relationship that you have 

their permission to contact them about anything 

Let’s look at each of these four types of consent, and how to deal 

appropriately in each situation. 

assumed

allowed

agreed

approved
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Assumed consent 

The rule for assuming consent is simple: Don’t! 

Don’t put them on your mailing list without their permission. 

Don’t send text messages to their phone without permission. 

Don’t sic telemarketers on them without their permission. 

The consequences can be serious. In some jurisdictions, this is 

illegal and could incur heavy fines. Even if it’s not illegal, most 

reputable ISPs (Internet service providers) forbid you from doing 

it, and will cancel your account if somebody complains. 

Most of all, though, it’s bad business practice. At best, you’ll be 

branded a spammer by the people you reach. At worst, that 

reputation will spread to their friends, and their friends’ friends. 

This might seem obvious, and yet it’s surprising how often 

business owners knowingly violate this practice. Hardly a week 

goes by that somebody doesn’t put me on their mailing list just 

because we met somewhere and she just happened to get my e-

mail address. 

Don’t think you get a free pass just because you give people the 

option to ‚opt out‛ from future contact. Some business owners 

assume those who don’t opt out have given their implicit consent 

to continue receiving messages. That’s the wrong way around! 

Allowed consent 

The next level of consent is also implicit, but this time it’s 

legitimate, because the customer has allowed it because of your 

existing relationship. 

For example, it’s reasonable to keep in touch with past customers 

about a product or service they purchased, especially if you’re 

adding value in these messages (for example, with video 

tutorials). If you maintain a respectful attitude and primarily send 
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valuable information that helps them, you can include an 

occasional advertisement as well. 

As another example, if you have advertisers or sponsors paying 

for access to your database, you can expose them to your network, 

as long as you do it appropriately. For example, you might 

publish a regular newsletter, and include a sponsor’s name and a 

link to their Web site. Your subscribers will generally accept this, 

because you’re not betraying their trust by selling their details to 

the sponsor. 

Even with allowed consent, don’t assume you will always have it. 

If possible, give them a way to opt out of future contact. It doesn’t 

have to be an all-or-nothing proposition, either. If you give them 

the chance to choose exactly what they would like to receive, you 

both win: You know they have chosen it, and they know they 

won’t be bombarded with irrelevant messages. 

For example, Sears.com has an ‚Ad Your Way‛ program, where 

customers choose which products they would like to ‚follow‛ and 

how much they would like to pay, and the Web site e-mails them 

when a product reaches the target price. 

 

There’s more to this example than just recognising a piece of 

clever software on the Sears Web site. Some businesses would e-

mail their network – without permission – when their products 

are discounted, claiming they are offering value because it’s a 

‚sale‛. However, a discounted price doesn’t necessarily count as 
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value, and you shouldn’t use it as an excuse to send unsolicited 

messages to customers. The Sears Web site does it the responsible 

way – by only sending these messages to people who have 

explicitly asked for it. 

Agreed consent 

The third level of consent – and the one that’s probably the most 

familiar – is agreed consent, where the person explicitly asks to 

receive information from you. This is most common with e-mail 

marketing, but it also applies to people who connect with you in 

other ways – for example, by becoming your friend on Facebook, 

connecting with you on LinkedIn, or following you on Twitter. 

The key to communicating with people who give agreed consent 

is to ensure you know exactly what they have agreed to, and limit 

your communication to that type of message. For instance, 

LinkedIn is a business networking site, intended primarily for 

professionals to connect with and help each other. When 

somebody connects with you on LinkedIn, they are usually not 

agreeing to receive marketing messages from you. 

The most common way of communicating with people who give 

agreed consent is with an e-mail newsletter. This is also one of the 

most powerful marketing tools available to you, so let’s look in 

more depth at how to make it work for you. 

Benefits 

A high-quality newsletter you send regularly to subscribers who 

want to hear from you will be one of the biggest assets in your 

business. It has a number of benefits for you: 

 It keeps you in contact with your network of customers and 

prospective customers, so you are ‚front of mind‛ when they 

are ready to take action 
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 It positions you as somebody who delivers value, not just a 

pushy promoter 

 It helps you build a relationship with your network 

 It gives you a vehicle for selling in a subtle, non-intrusive way 

 It allows you to provide context to what is happening in your 

reader’s life 

 It earns you the right to promote your products and services, 

because you’ve demonstrated your credibility, authority and 

interest in their on-going well-being 

 It allows you to focus on people who are truly interested in 

your products and services 

Managing the database 

Don’t try to manage your mailing list using Microsoft Outlook, 

Apple Mail, or other regular e-mail software. That might work 

when your list is small, but it soon becomes woefully inadequate. 

Instead, use a professional service like MailChimp.com, which 

manages mailing lists of all sizes. It’s free for up to 2,000 

subscribers; so you can have a professional mailing list at no cost 

at all! 

Finding subscribers 

There’s no magic place for finding the right subscribers to your 

newsletter. It’s simply a matter of consistently seeking people who 

are interested in your area of expertise, and convincing them to 

subscribe to your list. 

In most cases, this means building your list one subscriber at a 

time. Even when you get the opportunity to promote your list to 

many people (for example, when speaking at an event), each 

person still makes their own decision to subscribe. The only 

exception is when an employer gives you a group of her 

employees’ e-mail addresses, and asks you to subscribe them all. 
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There are a number of places where you can promote your 

newsletter in order to encourage subscribers. Here are just a few: 

 Your e-mail signature: Include a brief description of your 

newsletter at the bottom of every outgoing e-mail message, 

along with a link to the subscription page. 

 Your Web site and blog: Include a subscription form (or at least 

a link to the form) prominently on every page of your Web 

site and blog. 

 Other on-line properties: Include it on your Facebook business 

page, your Facebook personal profile and your profile page in 

other on-line communities. Always be aware of a 

community’s rules for self-promotion; but in most cases they 

do allow it on your profile page. 

 Face-to-face meetings: Invite people you meet to join your 

mailing list. If the conversation strongly indicates they would 

like to join, you can offer to subscribe them yourself; 

otherwise, simply direct them to your Web site. 

 Articles: If you publish articles in other places – such as other 

people’s newsletters, article directories, or guest blog posts – 

end by inviting readers to subscribe to your newsletter. This is 

better than promoting a product (That can come later). 

 “Tell a Friend”: At the end of every newsletter, encourage your 

subscribers to pass it on to friends and colleagues. They are 

some of the easiest subscribers you’ll get because they have 

been referred by a friend. 

 Cross-promotion: Find other newsletters and blogs that serve 

the same market as you, and offer to write guest articles, 

which include a link to your newsletter. 

 Paid advertising: When you’ve established your newsletter and 

you know it’s working well for you, you might even consider 

paying to advertise in order to get new subscribers. Never buy 

subscriber lists, though! Instead, your aim here is simply to be 

in front of your target market and convince them to subscribe 



148      Fast, Flat and Free 

to the newsletter. You can do this in a number of ways – for 

example, with Google AdWords, advertising in other 

newsletters, sponsoring another Web site, and so on. 

Convincing them to sign up 

You now have a number of ways to find new subscribers. But 

finding them is one thing; it’s another thing altogether to get them 

to sign up! You might be surprised (and disappointed) at how 

difficult it is to convince people to join your mailing list, especially 

now, when Internet users guard their e-mail address so carefully. 

So let’s look at what you need to do to convince potential 

subscribers to become real subscribers. 

The first rule is that you must get permission before putting 

people on your list! If it’s not required by law, it’s probably 

required by your Web host or Internet service provider. You’ll 

almost always discover they say you must have explicit permission 

before sending e-mail to anybody. If you break that rule, they will 

close down your Internet account and your Web site might be 

‚blacklisted‛ (blocked by other Internet service providers). 

So, assuming you don’t break this rule, how do you convince 

people to sign up? Here are some ideas: 

 Give them a sample: On the sign-up page on your Web site, 

show them one or more sample newsletters so they know 

what to expect. The samples don’t have to be the most recent 

issues; rather, they should be your best issues. 

 Give them an incentive: Give your new subscribers something 

of value in return for signing up – such as an e-book, a special 

report, a free audio clip, or a webinar recording. It doesn’t 

have to be big, although the more value the better. Even 

something as simple as a tip sheet is better than nothing. 

 Show testimonials: If you consistently deliver value, you’ll get a 

range of glowing comments from happy readers (ask for 
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them, if they haven’t provided any). Ask for permission to use 

them on your sign-up page to convince new subscribers to 

join the list. 

 Be clear about privacy:  Reassure them you respect their privacy, 

will protect their e-mail address, and they can unsubscribe at 

any time. You can link to your privacy policy, but also make a 

clear statement like this on the sign-up page itself: 

‚We respect your e-mail privacy and will never disclose your 

e-mail address to anybody else without your permission.‛ 

 Talk it up! Put as much effort into your newsletter sign-up 

page as you do for any other product or service. Your 

newsletter will become an on-going cash flow pipeline, so 

treat it with the same importance as your other products. 

Put some thought and effort into making this work. Don’t just 

create a Web page with a form and expect hundreds of people to 

sign up. A few will, but the more effort you put into convincing 

them to sign up, the more subscribers you will get. And it really is 

worthwhile because your newsletter is going to make a lot of 

money for you in the long term. 

Writing the newsletter 

In the Lead With Value chapter, I explained how to write high-

quality articles suitable for use in your newsletter, blog and other 

on-line places (page 45). Each article will make up the core content 

of your newsletter. Now let’s look at the other components to 

include in every newsletter. I’ll list them here from top to bottom 

of a typical newsletter. You don’t always have to do them in this 

order, but if you’re just getting started, use this as a template for 

your own newsletter. 

 Banner: Send your newsletter in ‚HTML‛ format, rather than 

plain text, so you can include your colours and graphics to 

match your overall branding. 
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 Photograph: Research at Stanford University into Web site 

credibility found having photographs next to articles increases 

the article’s credibility. The same applies to your e-mail 

newsletter. Include your photograph, because it adds a 

personal touch and credibility. 

 Their Name: Personalise your newsletter by greeting your 

reader by name (which can be inserted automatically by your 

e-mail software) – for example, ‚Hi Joan‛, ‚Hello Joan‛, or 

whatever greeting feels comfortable to you. Most of your 

readers know your software puts their name in automatically; 

but it still does make a psychological difference. 

 What’s Coming Up: Optionally, include a short list of what’s in 

the newsletter. This is optional because your newsletter isn’t 

going to be very long anyway, so it doesn’t really need a ‚table 

of contents‛. However, some newsletter writers like to include 

it, and it doesn’t do any harm. 

 Feature Article: Next comes the most valuable part of the 

newsletter for your reader: The feature article. Include the full 

article here, not just a summary paragraph with a link to the 

full article on your Web site. Your subscriber is reading your 

newsletter as they are processing their in-box, so don’t 

interrupt their flow by forcing them to click somewhere else. 

 Offer: Don’t be afraid to promote something as well. The best 

promotions are related to the article you’ve just written. In 

fact, you might first consider something you’d like to sell or 

promote – for instance, an event you’re running or a product 

you’ve just launched – and then write an article related to that 

topic. 

 Coming Events: You might also include a list of your coming 

events, to promote your appearances and products. For 

example, if you’re a consultant who travels a lot, your clients 

might discover you’re going to be in their city and they can 
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book a consulting session with you without paying airfares 

and other costs. 

 Testimonial: Occasionally include a testimonial, like this: 

 

You don’t have to do this every time, and there’s no harm in 

repeating them over time. 

 Gift: From time to time, give your subscribers a gift, with no 

strings attached. You can even do something as simple as 

recommending a useful Web site, blog, podcast, YouTube 

video or book. The fact that you recommend it, even though 

it’s freely available, makes it valuable. 

 Fun Stuff: Your newsletter doesn’t have to be completely 

serious. You can include things like jokes, cartoons, puzzles, 

quotations or inspirational pictures. Be sure you have explicit 

permission from the copyright holders before sharing any of 

this material. 

 Sign-Off: End the newsletter by signing off with your name 

(Your name, because it’s about showing your face, 

remember?). If you include a scanned signature, be careful to 

only use your first name, to ensure you’re not giving 

scammers an electronic version of your signature! 

 Positioning Statement: Write a brief paragraph positioning you 

and the work you do, and include this below your signature. 

This isn’t necessary for long-term readers, but it’s handy for 

new subscribers and those who have had the newsletter 

forwarded by a friend. If you’ve created a Positioning Matrix, 
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as we discussed in the Show Your Face chapter (page 30), it’s 

easy to use elements of that for your positioning statement. 

 Unsubscribe Link: Make it easy and obvious for your readers to 

take themselves off the list at any time, like this: 

 

 Privacy Policy: Include a link to your privacy policy. Hardly 

anybody will read it; but it reassures them anyway, 

 Contact Details: Provide full contact details, including your 

physical address (or at least a post office box), e-mail address 

and a telephone number. Don’t force people to visit your Web 

site to get this information – include it in the newsletter itself. 

 Web Site Address: Show your Web site address clearly, and link 

it to your Web site, like this: 

 

 Social media links: It’s becoming increasingly common to 

include links to your other on-line properties; and this is a 

good idea. For example, I include these clickable links at the 

bottom of my newsletter: 

 

You don’t have to be as explicit with your instructions. Many 

newsletters simply show a series of icons, and assume the 

subscribers will know to click them: 
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 “Tell A Friend”: Encourage your subscribers to forward your 

newsletter to friends and colleagues. Some of them will do it 

anyway, but there’s certainly no harm in reminding them. 

 Subscription Link: Include a link to the subscription page on 

your Web site. This is not for current subscribers because, of 

course, they don’t need it. But if they have passed it on to a 

friend or colleague, that person might be interested in 

subscribing. Make it easy for them. 

 Copyright or Reprint Notice: Your newsletter is copyright, even 

without an explicit copyright notice. However, some people 

feel more comfortable adding an explicit copyright notice as 

well; and there’s no harm in that. 

On the other hand, you might explicitly want to give people 

permission to pass it on or reprint it. If you’re happy for 

people to take your newsletter articles and use them in their 

own Web sites, newsletters, or e-books, make a note to that 

effect – for example: 

‚You’re welcome to use this as long as you acknowledge the 

author, don’t change it in any way and you include a link to 

www.GihanPerera.com when you use it.‛ 

 Subject Line: Finally, give careful thought to the subject line of 

your newsletter. It’s turning up among dozens of other 

messages in your subscriber’s in-box, so you need to make it 

immediately identifiable. I recommend you combine the 

newsletter name and the feature article title, and use that as 

the e-mail subject line, so it appears in an in-box like this: 
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Approved consent 

The last form of consent is where you have such a strong 

relationship that you know they will approve of you contacting 

them – even if they haven’t explicitly asked for it. In fact, they will 

be disappointed if you don’t get in touch. 

This is not the same as assumed consent (which I have already 

warned against). In both cases, you’re contacting somebody 

without their explicit approval; but now you’re doing it after you 

have established a strong relationship. 

In a business context, approved consent usually happens when 

you’re dealing with the closest people in your tribe – your best 

customers, your biggest suppliers, your closest colleagues, your 

most successful affiliates, or your joint venture partners. 

There are no specific rules for dealing with approved consent, 

except to always respect the other party. Don’t do something that 

is obviously going to upset them; and if you do inadvertently 

upset them, apologise immediately and make it right. 

But wait – there’s more! 

Many business owners under-

estimate the power of an e-mail 

newsletter – particularly because e-

mail is seen as ‚old‛ Internet 

technology. However, your e-mail 

newsletter really is one of the most 

important marketing tools at your 

disposal, so it’s worth investing the 

time in it. 

One of the best e-mail management systems is MailChimp.com, 

which I’ve already mentioned. If you visit the book’s on-line 

resource centre, you’ll find a recording of a webinar I conducted 

about how to get started with MailChimp. See page 11 for 
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information about the on-line resource centre, or use the QR code 

here with your phone to go to it immediately: 

 

So what’s next? 

Building strong connections on-line – and having a mindset for 

connections, not transactions – builds trust, and that’s an 

important first step in the sales process. How do you now take the 

next step to convert that trusted relationship into a sale? 

Many business owners get this wrong – especially on the Internet. 

Without trust, it’s difficult to make a sale; but trust alone doesn’t 

guarantee the sale. It doesn’t even give you permission to push 

your product or service on your potential customer. 

The next step is to create buying ‚frames‛ that respectfully help 

potential customers in their buying decision. These frames help the 

buyer’s decision, rather than pushing them into a decision. 

We’re about to look at what this means and how to use it in your 

own business. But if you would like to test yourself before reading 

the next chapter, I invite you to visit my mother’s e-book Web site 

at SriLankanCooking.com – which I mentioned on page 89 – and 

identify as many marketing techniques as you can. It’s only one 

page, and there are at least 20 things we’re doing to (respectfully) 

help you in your buying decision. This exercise will help you get 

mentally attuned to the idea of persuasive marketing, which we’ll 

explore in the next chapter. 

http://www.srilankancooking.com/
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For example, the headline on the site talks about ‚secrets‛, which 

enhances the perceived value of the product: 

 

That’s one example. Over to you < 
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Set Buying Frames: 
Come Buy With Me 

In April 2010, I travelled from my home in Perth to the beautiful 

Gold Coast, on the other side of Australia, to conduct a workshop 

and attend a conference. After arriving at my hotel and settling in, 

I decided to go for a run along the beach in the early evening. 

By coincidence, as I set out on my run, I almost literally bumped 

into Sue and Andrew O’Brien, clients of mine who were also 

attending the workshop and conference. Although we had been 

working together for six months, this was the first time I had met 

them, because we lived on opposite sides of the country. 

They were also out on a run, and they invited me to join them, 

which I did – but with some wariness, because they are marathon 

runners! However, I’m sure they slowed their pace considerably 

so I could keep up, and we spent the next hour running and 

talking. 

Our conversation covered a number of topics, partly social but 

mainly business-oriented. In effect, we held a business meeting 

and consulting session while running on the beach in Surfers 

Paradise, and I was surprised at how the conversation flowed. 

Unlike in a typical business meeting – in an office or by conference 

call – I was more relaxed, more casual and less concerned about 

keeping to a strict agenda; but I was still able to be focussed and 

productive when necessary. The change in environment changed 

the mindset for our ‚meeting‛, and that changed the entire 

dynamic of the time we spent together. 

For me, that was the first (and to date, only!) time I had conducted 

a business meeting while running. But for Sue and Andrew, this is 

normal in their business, Partnerunning (at partnerunning.com), 

http://www.partnerunning.com/
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which teaches people the benefits and practice of running (and 

other exercising) together. 

As they point out in their book Couple On the Run, which 

chronicles their around-the-world adventure running eight 

marathons in eight countries in eight weeks (now you know why I 

was wary in joining them!), conversations while exercising with a 

partner do work differently because of the changed mindset. Even 

if you’re talking about exactly the same topics you would discuss 

in a boardroom, pub or around a family dining table, you come to 

them with a different frame of mind. 

Here’s the point 

The same applies to the way Internet users interact with your on-

line properties – and your Web site in particular. You don’t know 

their frame of mind when they are visiting your Web site. And 

that frame of mind makes a difference – a big difference – to the 

way they perceive you, your offerings and your marketing. You 

can do everything else right in the way you present yourself, but if 

they’re in the wrong frame of mind, they just won’t buy. 

In this chapter, we’re going to examine your Web site and how 

well it persuades your site visitors to take action. In particular, 

we’ll focus on the sales letters that promote your products and 

services, and how you write them to take account of your site 

visitor’s frame of mind. 

Let’s begin by considering the overall structure of a successful 

Web site, so we can plan a typical site visitor’s journey through 

the site. 

Your Web site structure 

Every Web site is different, of course, but there’s a common 

structure that underlies every successful Web site. It consists of 

four layers, so think of your Web site as being like an onion. 



 Set Buying Frames 159 

 

The first, innermost, layer is your on-line ‚shop‛, where your Web 

site visitors take the ultimate action you’d like them to take – buy 

a product, order something, register for an event, or even just pick 

up the phone and call you: 

 

Every product and service you offer should have some call to 

action, and a process for your Web site visitor to take that action. 

If you don’t have a shop of some form, there’s not much point to 

your Web site. 

On the other hand, if you only have a shop, it’s unlikely anybody 

will buy. So the second layer of the onion is to write a sales letter, 

brochure or flyer to promote each of the products and services 

you offer: 

 

This is an important step, because you’re now promoting, not just 

taking orders, on your Web site. 

But this still isn’t enough. A purely promotional Web site is most 

likely to turn people away, unless you have a strong relationship 
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with them already. The next layer of the onion is the free, high-

value content you create to make your Web site attractive and 

useful: 

 

This can take the form of articles, video clips, photographs, audio 

clips, surveys, slide shows and so on. The point is you’re giving 

value, not just promoting your products and services. 

You do promote as well, but only at the end of each content piece. 

For example, you could write an article with tips on how people 

can solve a problem (see page 45), and the article ends with a link 

to the sales letter you’ve written for a product that solves the 

problem. 

As another example, you could invite your site visitors to 

complete a self-assessment questionnaire, which gives them a 

score, and a recommendation based on that score. Depending on 

their score, the site would refer them to different sales letters, for 

relevant products and services. 

You now have high-quality content that leads people to 

compelling sales letters, which in turn lead them to your shop. 
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The only thing missing is the outermost layer, which is the 

starting point for most visitors – the home page: 

 

So these are the four layers of every successful Web site: 

1. The shop, for taking orders or actions – which we’ll cover in 

the next chapter about delivering experiences (page 191). 

2. The sales letters to promote your products and services – which 

we’ll describe in the bulk of this chapter. 

3. The quality content to demonstrate your value – which we’ve 

covered already in the Lead With Value chapter (page 40). 

4. The home page, which we’ll cover right now. 

Your home page 

Your home page will probably be the page most site visitors see 

first, so it is important. Web site owners agonise over their home 
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page, and they are often not helped by the advice they get from 

Web developers who want to use the home page to showcase their 

own talents, rather than serving their client’s needs. 

In brief, your home page has one simple purpose: To get your site 

visitor to click through to the next page. 

That’s it! It’s not about fancy graphics, Flash animation, a clever 

headline or even compelling sales copy. Its purpose is simply to 

get people off the home page and into another page of the site. 

The best example of this is Google.com, which has always had a 

plain home page (In fact, it was so plain some users thought it 

hadn’t finished loading, so Google added a copyright notice at the 

bottom of the page). Google doesn’t want you to linger on the 

home page; they want you to type some words, click the Search 

box and move on to the next page. Your home page should have 

the same objective. 

It does that through this simple four-step process: 

1. Identify your ideal site visitors: Who do you most want visiting 

your Web site, and what are their problems and aspirations? 

This is about knowing the niche markets you’ve chosen; we’ve 

discussed this already in the Serve A Niche chapter (page 74). 

2. Understand their situation: The next step is to understand 

where they are in the decision-making process, from 

‚unaware‛ to ‚ready to choose a solution‛; and write at that 

level. We’ve discussed this as well in the Give Them What 

They Want chapter (page 89). 

3. Describe your solution: Next, you have to know what solutions 

you offer to their problems. This might seem obvious to you, 

but it might not be so obvious to your site visitors. So be sure 

you clearly link their problems with your solutions. 

4. Lead them to it: Finally, give them a clear path from your home 

page to the next page they need to visit – either a piece of 
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high-quality content that then leads to a sales letter; or directly 

to the sales letter itself. 

Here’s an example: 

[Identify ideal visitor] Property Investors: Are you [understand 

their situation] looking for a cash-flow positive property in a 

major city? 

With our [describe your solution] innovative property buying 

service, you work closely with one of our consultants to find 

high-yield properties throughout Australia. 

[Lead them to it] Find out more... 

If you are targeting more than one kind of site visitor, you repeat 

this process for each of them. 

The key to this process is you’re designing your home page to 

meet your site visitor’s needs, not to showcase your business. This 

comic from xkcd.com19 makes the same point by poking fun at 

many university Web sites: 

 

 

                                                           
19 Used with permission. Visit www.xkcd.com for more. 

http://xkcd.com/
http://www.xkcd.com/
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If you already have a Web site, examine your home page with a 

critical eye, and check whether you have created a clear path for 

each ideal site visitor. 

Set buying frames 

Now let’s turn our attention to your sales letters, which entice 

your site visitors to take action. 

Internet users today are smarter, savvier and more sophisticated 

than ever before. They’ve seen every marketing trick in the book, 

and they won’t fall for them (Or they might fall for them once, and 

bad-mouth you forever afterwards). 

This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t sell to them; it means you should 

sell with respect. Rather than trying to manipulate, cajole, 

browbeat or force them to buy, create ‚buying frames‛ that help 

them to buy. 

Think of your product as a work of art, which needs an 

appropriate frame to appear at its best. Just as the right frame 

enhances and highlights the quality of a work of art, the right 

framing in your marketing enhances your product. 

If your site visitor was fully committed, motivated and receptive 

to you and your business, you wouldn’t need to do any framing. 

However, you rarely have the luxury of this kind of site visitor 

(even past customers aren’t necessarily committed). That’s why 

you need to frame your marketing message. 

Think of framing as ‚setting their frame of mind‛ before you 

present your product. In other words, it’s not the product itself; 

it’s what you do to prepare them for the product. 

Specifically, assume everybody visiting your site is asking these 

four questions: 

 Why this? What are the benefits of your offering? 

 Why you? What authority do you have for me to believe you? 
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 Why now? What is the urgency for me to take action? 

 Why me? Why is this the right fit for me? 

Think of this as a picture frame with four sides, with your product 

or service in the middle: 

 

You must answer all four questions in your marketing. If you miss 

any, it gives your site visitors an ‚escape clause‛ to stop them 

from taking action. 

Many business owners struggle with writing a sales letter or flyer 

to promote a product. It’s true that sales letters can be very 

sophisticated, and entire businesses offer this service (called 

copywriting) alone. However, most of us don’t need to be master 

copywriters to create adequate sales letters for our products and 

services. Simply answer all four framing questions, and that will 

give you 80% of what a copywriter can do for you. 

A sales letter template 

I’ll give you a simple template here for a sales letter. This is not as 

comprehensive as something a copywriter would craft for you, 

but it’s good enough to promote most of your products and 

services. You can hire a copywriter if you wish to write sales 
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letters for your most important products and services; but even for 

them, you can start with this basic template. 

Broadly, the sales letter looks like this: 

 Name and sub-title: Start with the product name as the page 

title. If it’s an obscure name, add a descriptive sub-title. 

 Summary: Write a one-paragraph summary of the product. 

This is the quick grab for the busy person who wants a 

snapshot before deciding to keep reading. 

 Market (“Who is this for?”): List the specific situations in which 

people most require this product or service – for example: 

− ‚You need a speaker to lift the energy at your conference‛ 

− ‚You have your first child, and now need a family car‛ 

− ‚You feel nervous when asked to make a presentation‛ 

Choose situations that prospects are already thinking about, 

so it’s easy for them to identify with you. 

 Benefits (“What will you get?”): List the benefit-oriented results 

they will achieve from your product or service – for example: 

− ‚Your entire team will perform at the level of your ‘Stars’‛ 

− ‚You’ll have a happier and more productive team‛ 

− ‚You’ll save an hour each day‛ 

 Features (“What’s in it”): The more sophisticated site visitors 

might already be sold on the benefits, and are now just 

looking for the features in order to make a decision. 

 Proof: Include testimonials, case studies, samples, research and 

other evidence to back up your claims. 

 Your credentials: Describe your expertise and experience as it 

relates to this product or service. Some of this is already on the 

‚About Us‛ page of the site, but repeat the relevant parts here. 

 Offer: Give them a reason to take action now, either because 

there is some limit or because you can convince them the 
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world has changed in ways that make this product or service 

more important than ever before. 

 Next steps: End with a clear call to action. Tell them exactly 

what you would like them to do next – add the product to 

their shopping cart, pick up the phone and make an order, 

register for an event, and so on. 

That’s the template in brief. Now let’s look at principles and 

techniques you can use for each of the four framing questions. 

This will help you fill in the detail for each sales letter20. 

 “Why this?” (Benefits) 

The benefits of your product or service might be clear, logical and 

obvious from its features; but it turns out we humans are 

spectacularly bad at making clear, objective assessments, As much 

as we’d like to be able to do so, we rely on other factors to 

influence our decision. 

You and your site visitor have a different view – a different 

perspective – of your product. It’s your business, so you know how 

your products and services work, and what they can do for 

customers. They don’t – so you need to educate them. 

Let’s consider six framing tools to help you explain the benefits: 

 Because: Give them reasons to take action 

 Contrast: Show them how it compares favourably with the 

alternatives 

 Authority: Quote experts and other credible sources 

 Simplicity: Show them it’s simpler than other options 

 Proof: Show solid, tangible evidence that backs up your claims 

 Specificity: Be specific when talking about benefits and results 

                                                           
20 Many of the principles here come from Robert Cialdini’s excellent book 

Influence – The Psychology of Persuasion. 
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Because 

Harvard University psychologist Ellen Langer conducted an 

experiment to test how well people would respond to a request 

for a favour (asking for permission to push to the front of a long 

queue). She found that when the experimenter used the word 

‚because‛, respondents were far more likely to grant the favour21. 

Apply this principle to your marketing: Don’t assume your site 

visitors will know the reasons for buying from you; tell them. 

This is the standard sales technique of describing the benefits, not 

just the features, of your offerings. Features are ‚what this does‛; 

benefits are ‚what that means for you‛. 

For example, a local school in my suburb posted this billboard on 

a nearby main road: 

 

This is a perfect example of highlighting the benefit; and in fact, it 

turns a potentially negative feature (that the school is small) into a 

benefit. In other words, they are saying, ‚Choose us because we’re 

small‛. 

Include both features and benefits in your sales letters. The more 

sophisticated buyers do want to see the features, but most of your 

site visitors need to understand the benefits first. 

                                                           
21 See the book Mindfulness, by Ellen Langer, 1956. 
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To convert features to benefits, list each feature, add the phrase 

‚so that‛ or ‚which means that‛, and then finish the sentence. 

For example, if you’re considering the features of a car: 

 ‚This car has cruise control < so that < you don’t get a 

speeding fine‛ 

 ‚The car has radio controls on the steering wheel < which 

means that < you’re not distracted while driving‛ 

 ‚This car has keyless entry < which means that < it’s faster 

to get into the car in an emergency – which is particularly 

important for women alone at night‛ 

Many Web sites focus on features rather than benefits, because 

products have features, and business owners are often very close 

to their products. But that’s not the way your site visitor thinks. It 

requires an extra step – a very important extra step – to translate 

each feature into a benefit for your site visitor. 

Here are a few more examples: 

 If a breakfast cereal has ‚90% less sugar‛, that’s a feature; if it 

‚keeps you active longer‛, that’s a benefit. 

 If your vacuum cleaner ‚picks up twice as much dirt as 

others‛, that’s a feature; if it ‚saves you time because you will 

use it less frequently‛, that’s a benefit. 

 If your accounting practice ‚employs only fully qualified 

CPAs to do your tax return‛, that’s a feature; if that means 

‚we save a typical taxpayer $2,000 a year‛, that’s a benefit.  

Contrast 

If you’re in a book store about to buy a $30 book, and you 

overhear another customer saying the same book is available for 

$5 at another book shop 10 minutes away, would you make the 

trip to save the $25? Most people would. 
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But if you’re in a car dealer’s office about to buy a $30,000 car, and 

you overhear another customer saying the same car is available 

for $29,975 at another car dealer 10 minutes away, would you 

make the trip to save $25? This time, most people wouldn’t. And 

yet the money saved is exactly the same! That $25 extra in your pocket 

will buy exactly the same things, regardless of where it came 

from. 

If you answered like most people in these scenarios, you’ve just 

seen the contrast principle in action: When people are evaluating 

the value of something, they often contrast it with something else, 

and base their value on that comparison. 

On your Web site, look for ways to favourably contrast your 

product or service with something else, to demonstrate its value: 

For example: 

 Bite-sized chunks: ‚That’s less than the cost of a cup of coffee 

each day.‛ 

 Sell the big item first: ‚For just $25 more, you also get a high-

quality binder for your notes.‛ 

 Less pain: ‚By putting these principles into action, most of you 

will immediately save at least $8,000 on this year’s tax bill.‛ 

These are examples of using the contrast principle for familiar 

products. It can be even more powerful when you’re helping your 

audience evaluate something unfamiliar. Here are some examples: 

 Bundle: ‚Individually, the items in this package cost $2,000. 

Today, it’s $497.‛ 

 Value of expertise: ‚I run a $10,000 private mentoring program 

where I teach this principle ...‛ 

 Return on investment: ‚By putting these principles into action, 

one of my clients made $20,000 in one month.‛ 
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Authority 

When evaluating something, we look to well-informed authorities 

to help us in our assessment: Political commentators influence 

voters, movie critics influence attendance at cinemas, trust in 

medical science influences our decision to use prescription drugs, 

and so on. 

You’ve probably come across this principle on-line if you’ve 

received an e-mail supposedly from your bank or other on-line 

service asking for your name and password. This so-called 

‚phishing‛ scam is trying to take advantage of people’s implicit 

trust in authority. Many people (not you, of course; other people!) 

blindly follow the instructions in the e-mail, assuming it’s 

trustworthy just because it has their bank’s logo on it. 

I’m obviously not suggesting you trick your Web site visitors. 

However, do recognise their desire for authorities to confirm their 

decisions. When designing your sales letters, look for well-known 

and well-respected people who support your view, and refer to 

them in your sales letter. Also use and quote facts, research and 

data from authoritative sources. 

For example: 

 Experts:  ‚Napoleon Hill, in Think and Grow Rich, says ...‛ 

 Research:  ‚A study in Psychology Today found that ...‛ 

Where possible, include favourable reviews of your product from 

respected newspapers, magazines, critics or other reputable 

sources. If you don’t have testimonials or reviews for your 

product itself, look for reviews or testimonials that endorse the 

general product category. For example, if you’re selling a brand of 

low-fat sweeteners, it’s useful to quote health experts who 

recommend low-fat sweeteners in general, even if they aren’t 

specifically recommending your brand. 
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Simplicity 

What do you see in this picture? 

 

Most people see it as a three-dimensional box, not two squares 

connected by diagonal lines. The box is the simpler interpretation, 

and the brain gravitates towards simplicity. 

We live in a complicated world, so if you can simplify it for your 

customers, they are more likely to buy. So emphasise how your 

product or service will make their life easier and simpler22. 

Use these principles to simplify the writing on your Web site: 

 Break up your text into chunks using sub-headings, short 

paragraphs and bullet lists. 

 Make each paragraph about one idea only, and summarise 

that idea in the first sentence of that paragraph. 

 Use short sentences, small words and simple phrases. 

Simplicity also applies to your overall Web site itself. Internet 

users consistently say they are turned off by complex, confusing 

Web sites. So make it simple – for example: 

 Use a common navigation scheme throughout the site. 

 Use meaningful menu item names – for example, ‚Products‛ 

rather than ‚The Treasure Chest‛. 

 Provide full contact information on every page of the site. 

                                                           
22 Don Watson’s book Bendable Learnings is an amusing collection of 

examples showing the opposite of simplicity: Meaningless mission 

statements, incomprehensible political statements, convoluted 

management-speak, and more. 
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 Make it easy for site visitors to get to the home page from 

anywhere on the site. 

 Avoid high-tech Web technology – such as Flash and other 

plug-ins – if possible. Or at least make sure the important 

information is still available to users in a ‚low-tech‛ form. 

Proof 

Today’s Web site visitors will no longer believe you just because 

you say something is true. They expect you to prove it, with 

research results, facts, statistics, testimonials, press clippings and 

case studies. 

The more evidence you provide to reduce – or remove – their 

doubts, the more likely they are to take action. You can’t over-do 

this; the more, the better. Paul Hartunian, one of the most 

successful speakers in selling products at presentations, calls it ‚a 

mountain of proof‛. 

Specificity 

Be specific when quoting from your ‚mountain of proof‛ and in 

other parts of your marketing. When you’re more specific, you 

sound more credible and authoritative. 

For example, some time management experts advise you to 

schedule meetings at an odd time, such as 8.05am, rather than a 

‚round number‛ like 8.00am or 8.15am. By being more specific, 

you’re giving greater importance to the number, and it encourages 

people to attend on time. 

You can use this principle in your sales letters in a number of 

ways – for example: 

 What you get: When selling a bundle of products, describe each 

item in the bundle. 

 Most useful bit: Single out specific items as being more useful 

than others – for example, ‚For most of our clients, the most 
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useful part of the package is the two-hour consulting session 

with one of our coaches‛. 

 What it’s worth: ‚The total package is worth $2,037‛. 

You do have to be careful, though, that you’re realistic; otherwise, 

you can lose credibility. 

This reminds me of the joke about the young child talking to his 

father at a museum: 

Child:  These dinosaurs lived 30 million and 3 years ago. 

Father: How do you know it so precisely? 

Child: Well, the sign here says they lived 30 million years ago, 

and the museum opened 3 years ago. 

 “Why you?” (Authority) 

Regardless of the benefits of your products, your site visitors will 

be influenced by their perception of you and your business. Many 

Web site owners neglect this – perhaps because they know they 

have the authority, credibility and expertise; so they forget that 

their market doesn’t! 

How much you need to do this depends on how much your site 

visitor trusts you. We’ve seen this before when talking about your 

relationship with your market (page 81): 

 

friends

neighbours

strangers
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The ‚friends‛ are your existing customers and clients returning to 

the Web site; the ‚strangers‛ have stumbled across your site for 

the first time; and in between are the ‚neighbours‛, who know 

you but have never bought from you. 

The key is to understand whether you’re dealing with friends, 

neighbours or strangers; and adjust your marketing accordingly. 

With people you don’t know, you have to work harder to 

convince them; and you don’t have to work so hard when dealing 

with people who know you, trust you and like you. For instance, 

you don’t need a 16-page sales letter when offering something 

new to loyal customers; but you might need exactly that when 

designing a Web site to attract strangers. 

Let’s look at four psychological strategies to build trust with your 

Web site visitors: 

 Liking: Build rapport with them 

 Authority: Show them your expertise and credibility 

 Reciprocity: Do something for them, and they’ll feel obliged to 

return the favour 

 First impressions: Overcome any negative preconceived notions 

Liking 

People are influenced by people they like. You’re more likely to 

believe something somebody from your favoured political party 

says than the same statement from an opposition party. You’re 

more likely to believe friends than strangers. You’re more likely to 

believe people who are like you than those who are different. 

The best way to get your Web site visitors to like you is to show 

them you understand them. Join their mailing lists, take part in 

their discussion forums, pay to attend their webinars and virtual 

conferences, join in their chat rooms, and follow them on Twitter 

(See the Give Them What They Want chapter – page 89). 
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You’ll then be able to provide a far better level of service when 

they visit your Web site – for example: 

 Organise the site so it addresses their most important 

problems first 

 Write in their language, using their jargon 

 Create products in the format that suits them 

 Your ‚frequently asked questions‛ page can answer the 

questions that are the most frequently asked 

 You know their objections, so you can raise them yourself and 

then address them effectively 

Some people see this approach as sneaky or unethical – as if 

you’re pretending to be friends with your prospective customers 

just so you can sell to them. Of course, if that’s your intent, it is 

sneaky and unethical; but it doesn’t have to be that way. 

On the contrary, it’s highly respectful. You’ll discover exactly 

what their biggest problems are, which puts you in the ideal 

position to provide them with the right solutions. It’s less ethical to 

try to sell them products or services before you’ve done this 

research. 

Authority 

I’ve already mentioned the authority principle when talking about 

using external authorities to endorse your message. The same 

principle applies to you as the authority. 

In fact, this is even more important to your site visitors, because 

they might buy even if they don’t trust the external authorities; 

but it will be difficult for them to do so if they don’t trust you. 

Much of the work you do in describing your credentials goes on 

the ‚About Us‛ page of your Web site. However, if it’s relevant to 

promoting specific products or services, include the relevant 

credentials in those sales letters as well. 
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When describing your authority, consider these three ‚E’s‛: 

 Expertise: Clearly explain your relevant, proven expertise. 

 Experience: One of the best ways to prove your expertise is to 

describe your experience – years of operation, hours of work 

helping customers, or whatever else matters to them. 

 Education: If you have relevant formal credentials or 

qualifications, state them. 

Here are some examples of applying these in your marketing: 

 Qualifications: ‚I have a Ph.D. in underwater basket weaving 

from Harvard University‛ 

 Experience: ‚I’ve been using the Internet for 18 years – which is 

longer than many people even think it has existed!‛ 

 Reflected authority (‚Whales swim with whales‛): Name 

dropping! 

 Media (‚As seen on TV‛): Talk about your appearances on 

television, radio, magazine articles, newspapers, and so on 

Be sure to choose only what’s relevant to your market. Promoting 

your Ph.D. in Economics might work against you as a marketing 

consultant; or your 40 years of experience might position you as 

staid and conservative. 

Reciprocity 

Now we come to one of the most powerful principles of 

persuasion: A sense of obligation. The rule of reciprocity says that 

when you do somebody a favour, they feel an obligation to return 

the favour. Often, that feeling is so strong the response far 

outweighs the original favour (That’s why some organisations 

forbid their purchasing department from accepting any gifts – 

even small gifts – from vendors). 

One very effective technique is to give away something on your 

site – a free e-book, a useful spreadsheet, a gift voucher, a free 



178      Fast, Flat and Free 

entry in a competition, a self-assessment quiz, a free sample, a 

training course, or any number of other similar things. Don’t even 

ask for an e-mail address in return; just make it an instant 

download and you increase the feeling of reciprocity. 

First impressions 

Does your site visitor have any unhelpful preconceived notions 

about you, your business or your industry? If so, overcome them 

as soon as possible so they don’t become a distraction. 

For example, the on-line book store The Book Depository knows 

one of the barriers to on-line shopping is the price of shipping. 

Their big point of difference is they absorb the shipping costs, so 

they prominently advertise free worldwide shipping on their site: 

 

Apply the same principle to your own products and services. If 

there is an obvious glaring question most people will ask – the 

metaphorical ‚elephant in the room‛ – don’t pretend it doesn’t 

exist. If your Web site visitors think most financial planners are 

crooks, most accountants can’t see beyond the numbers, most 

academics don’t know anything about the real world, or most 

technology is difficult to use, that stereotype will influence their 

behaviour unless you do something about it. 
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 “Why now?” (Urgency) 

Even if they understand the benefits and trust you, there’s still an 

in-built inclination to defer a decision. After all, if there’s no urgent 

need to make a decision, they might as well procrastinate. 

Some products have natural pressure built in due to a deadline or 

limit, and in these cases it’s easy to emphasise the urgency to take 

action – for example: 

‚Mid-season sale – two weeks only‛ 

‚Register now for the Early Bird special‛ 

‚Only 20 memberships available at this price‛ 

‚Closing down sale – all stock must go‛ 

Other products don’t have this natural pressure, and it seems 

contrived if you try to create urgency for no logical reason. In 

these cases, look for ways the environment might have changed 

for your site visitor, so something that wasn’t urgent in the past 

has now become more pressing. 

Let’s look at three psychological principles to create urgency: 

 Scarcity: Show them why they need to take action now, so they 

don’t miss out. 

 Environment: Show them why now, more than ever before, 

they need to take action. 

 Risk reversal: Remove the barrier to action by taking on all the 

risk yourself. 

This can be the most important factor that gets the sale; however, 

it can also be the most difficult, because it’s not always easy to do 

without seeming manipulative. 



180      Fast, Flat and Free 

Scarcity 

The scarcity principle says we place a higher value on something 

when it’s in limited supply. That’s why unique properties fetch 

higher prices at real estate auctions; why scalpers sell last-minute 

tickets at highly inflated prices; and why people panic when 

stocking up supplies for emergency situations. 

If your product or service has a limited supply, state this on your 

Web site. This is easy to apply to physical products (‚limited 

number in stock‛), events (‚limited seats‛) and time-for-money 

services (‚limited number of clients per week‛). 

It’s more difficult for products that don’t genuinely have a limited 

supply – such as electronic products or commodities. In this case, 

you can create scarcity by imposing your own limits. Often, this 

takes the form of a time-restricted offer – such as an early bird cut-

off date for bookings, a limited market-testing period, ‚specials 

this week‛, and the like. 

Many of the ‚deal of the day‛ Web sites work on this principle. 

They offer a special deal for one day, and often also have a limit 

on the number of places available. For example, early one 

Saturday morning I saw an offer from JumpOnIt.com.au for a $29 

car wash, which I was interested in, but delayed buying for a few 

hours. When I checked a few hours later, it was sold out: 
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The scarcity principle obviously worked in motivating the first 300 

people who got the deal; and it also affected my own mindset 

towards similar deals in the future. 

Remember you can also use exclusivity (the positive spin on 

scarcity) in your offers. For example, if you’re offering a 

subscription service, you can restrict membership numbers simply 

for the sake of keeping it exclusive, or offer ‚foundation 

membership‛ for a limited number of members. 

You can also create scarcity and exclusivity by deliberately 

positioning yourself as different from your competitors. Here’s a 

hairdresser who does this very effectively (and with humour): 

 

When promoting the scarcity of your product or service, make 

sure your reasons are genuine. Falsely advertising scarcity can 

damage your reputation and could even be illegal under various 

fair trading laws. 

Environment 

The scarcity principle I’ve just described is the classic way 

marketers create urgency in their customers’ mind. However, it’s 

not always possible and not always appropriate (You can’t claim 

your ‚e-books are almost out of stock‛). In these situations, 

another approach is to explain why now, more than ever, your 
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product is important and relevant for your market. It’s not about 

scarcity; it’s about explaining how their circumstances have 

changed – perhaps without them even realising it. 

For example: 

 A fitness trainer could say, ‚In these times, it’s almost 

impossible for busy executives to stay fit with diet alone.‛ 

 An investment adviser could say, ‚There’s never been a better 

time to invest in property‛, based on the strength of the 

property market. 

 An environmental activist could say, ‚We have only 18 

months before the effects of climate change become 

irreversible.‛ 

 An accountant could say, ‚The new tax laws could cost you 

thousands of dollars.‛ 

 A restaurant owner could say, ‚The economy is booming – 

come in and celebrate with your friends!‛ 

 A business consultant could say, ‚The Internet is making it 

easier for competitors to put you out of business.‛ 

Of course, in all these cases, it’s not enough to just state that claim; 

back it up with evidence. 

Risk reversal 

When somebody buys from you and the money goes into your 

bank account, the transaction is complete for you. The money 

won’t break down, suddenly stop working or disappear. 

On the other hand, the customer takes all the risk. What if the 

product isn’t what they expected? What if it breaks down? What if 

it doesn’t deliver everything they promised? 

Is that a fair way to conduct business? Surely it makes more sense 

for the risk to be shared equally. The principle of risk reversal 
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takes this one step further: It says you, the supplier, should take all 

the risk. 

Here’s an example of a liquor outlet that removes the risk for their 

customers: 

 

The most common – and most obvious – form of risk reversal is a 

money-back guarantee. The customer still takes a small risk 

because they’re not 100% sure you will honour this guarantee. 

However, provided you can convince them of that, they enter the 

transaction entirely risk-free. 

Zappos.com, the on-line shoe store in the USA, goes a step further. 

They recognise it’s difficult to sell shoes to people who don’t have 

the chance to try them first. So they offer free shipping in both 

directions to remove the risk. 

There are three guidelines to consider when choosing the right 

guarantee for your products: 

 Make longer guarantees: Internet conversion strategist Alex 

Mandossian puts it this way: ‚If you want 30-day customers, 

use a 30-day guarantee; if you want lifetime customers, use a 

lifetime guarantee‛. 

 Make stronger guarantees: A no-questions-asked 100% money-

back guarantee works far better than forcing an unhappy 

customer to jump through hoops (for example, making them 

pay for return postage, return it in the original box, or show 

proof they have given the product ‚a fair try‛). 
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 Make bigger guarantees: Some businesses offer a 200% money-

back guarantee, or even more. Some of my own products 

come with a ‚10 Times Your Money Guarantee‛, which says 

you’ll make ten times your investment within 12 months, or 

you can ask for your money back. 

Most business owners make their guarantees too weak, because 

they worry about scammers taking advantage of them. Even if this 

happens (and it’s rare), this is usually more than offset by the 

extra sales you get because of your guarantee. 

“Why me?” (Fit) 

Finally, we turn our attention to your site 

visitors themselves. How can they be self-

motivated to take action, without you 

having to ‚persuade‛ them? Even if you 

explain the benefits, win their trust and 

convince them of the urgency to take 

action, they might still wonder if they can 

make it work. In other words, they might 

be wondering whether they’re a square 

peg trying to fit into a round hole. 

Your job is to convince them your product is a good fit for them. 

You’ll do this by (metaphorically) convincing them they are a 

round peg, it’s not as difficult as they think, and other round pegs 

have done it before them. 

We’ll examine these four psychological principles: 

 Identity: Link your message to their identity. 

 External factors: Show how their past performance could have 

been due to factors beyond their control. 

 Social proof: Show how others just like them have succeeded. 

 Commitment and consistency: Ask them to commit to small 

steps first. 
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Identity 

We act in ways consistent with our identity. If you’re an honest 

law-abiding person, you won’t break the law. If you’re 

environmentally conscious, you act against climate change. If you 

hold left-leaning political views, you’ll probably vote for a left-

leaning political party. If you’re a caring parent, you’ll want to 

keep your children safe from cyber-bullying. 

Link your product to some part of your audience’s identity, and 

they are more likely to buy and use it. One way to discover a 

suitable link is to ask this question: 

‚Why would this site visitor be proud to own my product?‛ 

Here are some examples of marketing based on identity: 

 Families who value safety buy a Volvo 

 Seniors who don’t want their children to pay for an expensive 

funeral buy their funeral package in advance 

 If you care about the environment, you’ll vote Green 

Identity doesn’t only have to be about deep-seated beliefs; it can 

also be about marketing for prestige and status: You don’t buy a 

Rolex just to tell the time; you don’t buy a Mercedes-Benz purely 

to get from A to B; and you don’t go to Harvard Business School 

only because of its curriculum. 

External factors 

In the TV comedy Friends, Jennifer Aniston’s character Rachel 

talked about starting a make-up business for babies and toddlers. 

She soon gave up, though, telling her friends, ‚Apparently parents 

don’t like being told their babies are ugly‛. 

In the same way, you probably won’t succeed if you persist in 

telling your site visitors they are wrong, or by making them feel 

bad. Don’t blame them for their past; instead, help them recognise 

they no longer need to be bound by it. 
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For example, if you offer a diagnostic survey on your Web site to 

help site visitors assess their situation, it generally serves you well 

if they score low (because you can help them improve their score). 

However, it’s important that even if they do have a low score, you 

reassure them it’s not their fault. 

Here are some examples of using this in your marketing: 

 ‚Our parents, no matter how much they cared about us, 

probably didn’t teach us about wealth and financial 

independence.‛ 

 ‚We’re bombarded by so much advertising and negative 

messages; it’s no surprise we acted this way ... until now.‛ 

 ‚There’s no shame in not being wealthy – only in remaining 

that way, especially when you know how to do it differently.‛ 

 ‚It’s like opening a safe. If you can’t open it, it’s not because 

you’re weak or stupid – it’s because you don’t have the 

combination.‛ 

Social proof 

People don’t make decisions in isolation. They rely on the 

behaviour of others – in other words, ‚social proof‛ – to guide 

them in their actions. 

For example, one study found – perhaps quite alarmingly – that 

your weight is highly influenced by the weight of your family and 

friends23. According to the study, whether you’re obese, 

overweight or slim has little to do with your own motivation and 

more to do with the weight of the people closest to you. 

Visiting a Web site is a lonely experience. Your site visitor is 

probably sitting alone at a computer, wondering whether to 

                                                           
23 Described in the book Connected, by Nicholas Christakis and James 

Fowler 
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continue on your Web site or not, and has to make that decision 

alone. It’s up to you to provide the social proof that guides them. 

Here are some examples: 

 Case study: Somebody using your products successfully 

 Written testimonials: Somebody sharing the results of using 

your products successfully 

 Testimonial video: A video showcase of happy customers 

 Established business: ‚We’ve worked with over 1,500 clients 

over the past 12 years.‛ 

A car dealer in my home town uses social proof by taking out full-

page newspaper advertisements filled with testimonials from 

happy customers: 

 

In all these cases, you’re looking for examples to show your site 

visitors that people just like them have gained benefits from your 

products and services. Choose people with the same background, 

same demographics, and same needs as your ideal customer. 

Commitment and consistency 

If you can get somebody to agree to something small first, they are 

more likely to agree to something bigger later. This is the principle 

of ‚commitment and consistency‛ – sometimes known as the 

‚foot-in-the-door technique‛. 
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Your site visitor is already ‚committed‛ to doing nothing. So if 

you don’t make this principle work for you, it will work against 

you! Even a small initial commitment might be all it takes. Like a 

tiny crack in a dam, that small step might be just enough to start 

the process of breaking the dam wall. 

In one experiment, researchers Jonathan Freedman and Scott 

Fraser asked people for permission to erect big, ugly ‚Drive 

Carefully‛ signs on their front lawns. Not surprisingly, few people 

(fewer than 20%) agreed. However, they were able to convince 

another group of home owners (75%) to install the same signs, by 

first asking them to install smaller, less intrusive signs, which they 

were happy to do. When they were later asked to install the big 

signs, most of them agreed. 

On your Web site, engage the visitor in some action as soon as 

possible. Offering them a free article, e-book, special report or 

mini-course is a good start. Even better, engage them in something 

interactive, like a survey or self-assessment questionnaire. 

You can also use the puppy dog sale to sell your product. If you 

have enough confidence in it, give it to the customer free of 

obligation, taking their credit card details but promising not to 

process the transaction for, say, 30 days. Some people will return 

the product, but many more will keep it and happily allow you to 

charge them for it. 

Another technique is to break up a large product into smaller 

parts, and to sell them individually. If you can make them seem 

part of a collection, customers who buy the first few will be eager 

to complete the collection. 

Another technique is to sell your product or service as a 

subscription service, with an ‚until further notice‛ agreement on 

their credit card payment. 
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But wait – there’s more! 

The framing techniques in this 

chapter will help you write better 

sales letters for promoting 

products and services on your Web 

site. This is an essential skill, and 

can make or break your Web site’s 

success. 

If you visit the book’s on-line 

resource centre, you’ll find a 

recording of a webinar I conducted 

which goes through this sales letter process in more detail. See 

page 11 for information about the on-line resource centre, or use 

the QR code here with your phone to go to it immediately: 

 

So what’s next? 

We’re getting near the end of the book now, and we’ve covered 

eight of the nine key principles for on-line success. We’ve talked 

about you and your authority; we’ve talked about your 

community; and we’ve talked about steps to making the sale. 

However, one thing we haven’t talked about is what you’re 

actually selling. 

I certainly don’t know your industry or market, so I can’t give you 

advice about what products and services to offer. However, I do 

know customers and clients are buying differently now – 



190      Fast, Flat and Free 

regardless of what they are buying. I also know the Internet has 

opened many businesses up to far greater competition from 

businesses around the world who can do what you do faster, 

cheaper and sometimes (gasp!) better. 

So what can you do to thrive in this new market? 
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Deliver Experiences: 
Good Things Come in All Packages 

If you enjoy classical music or opera, you’re spoiled for choice in 

Florence. Every night, you can choose from about a dozen 

concerts – all with professional world-class performers, many 

with the musicians in period costume, and all fairly reasonably 

priced for music-loving tourists. 

But one of them stands out from the rest: St. Mark’s Opera 

Company. And that’s not just my opinion. TripAdvisor.com, one 

of the world’s leading travel sites, currently rates it as the Number 

One attraction in Florence24: 

  

This is an amazing accomplishment, considering its competition 

includes Michelangelo’s statue of David, the famous Cathedral, 

the San Marco monastery, the Uffizi Gallery and the Ponte 

Vecchio! 

St. Mark’s Opera Company isn’t one of the biggest or most 

prominent in Florence. In fact, it’s almost the exact opposite. 

It’s in a church, not a concert hall. It’s tucked away in a side street 

on the ‚wrong‛ side of the Arno River that divides the city (in a 

                                                           
24 fastflatfree.com/to/florence 

http://fastflatfree.com/to/florence
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part of Florence called ‚Oltrarno‛ – literally, ‚the other side of the 

Arno‛), not in the main tourist area. It’s run by two people – Franz 

and Ilse Moser – not a big company. You buy tickets at a small 

table in the church hall, not from a theatre box office. The singers 

are accompanied only by a piano, not an orchestra. 

But, rather than fighting these apparent liabilities, Franz and Ilse 

turn them into assets. From the moment you walk through the 

church door, you know you’re in for something different.  Ilse 

greets you warmly as you collect your ticket. You sit in the church 

pews, within touching distance (literally!) of the stage. Franz 

walks out to welcome you, and explains each act in English before 

the performance. During the intermission, you can mingle with 

Franz, Ilse and the performers – and Ilse serves port and home-

made biscuits. 

I have a personal connection with St. Mark’s Opera Company, 

because I became friends with Franz and Ilse on one of my trips to 

Italy, and since then we built a Web site together  (you can find it 

at ConcertoClassico.info). So you might consider me biased. But 

my view is supported by the many other visitors who left their 

reviews on Trip Advisor. Judging by their comments, it’s the 

experience people remember. And that makes it different from 

everybody else – even those with ‚better‛ facilities. 

Here’s the point 

It’s no longer good enough to sell just products or services. In 

simple terms, products can be outsourced to China and services 

can be outsourced to India. What can’t be outsourced are 

experiences. 

Travel agents are a perfect example. Consumers used travel agents 

because they had access to special information – flights and fares, 

accommodation discounts, package deals, and the like. Now on-

line travel agencies have equal or better access to those facilities; 

and consumers themselves often book their own travel. 

http://www.concertoclassico.info/
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To compete, the travel agent has to offer better experiences – for 

example, by organising customised tours, special packages and 

personal service. 

There are two ways to deliver experiences – by building the 

experience into the product, or by building it into the buying 

process itself. We’ll look at both. 

The product experience 

Joseph Pine, author of The Experience Economy, describes different 

kinds of economies, and how they have developed over time25. We 

started with an agrarian economy, which became an industrial 

economy, which became a service economy, and we’re now 

moving into an ‚experience economy‛. 

As the economy has changed, so has the value we place on 

products and services. Pine uses coffee as an example: 

 As a commodity, the coffee beans required for a cup of coffee 

are worth about 2-3 cents. 

 Grind them, roast them, package them and sell them as goods 

on a supermarket shelf; and those same beans are now worth 

about 10-15 cents. 

 Brew them in a diner and offer this as a service: That’s worth 

about $1. 

 Turn this into an experience at a café or restaurant, and now 

you can charge $4 (for what started out as 2-3 cents worth of 

coffee beans). 

What changed? Clearly there are more raw ingredients in a cup of 

coffee than just the beans, but not $4 more (A friend of mine who 

owned a small café estimated a coffee cost her about 50 cents in 

total – including the ingredients, labour, and other overheads). 

                                                           
25 Speaking at the TED (Technology, Entertainment and Design) 

conference in 2004. 
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The answer is that we’re paying for the experience surrounding the 

coffee, not just the coffee itself. 

Clearly this applies to some other products and services as well: 

 Apple users pay more for a supposedly better user experience. 

 Dining at a five-star restaurant is as much about the 

experience as it is about the food. 

 A day at Disneyland is all about the experience. 

 The premium for flying first class far exceeds the airline’s cost 

of providing the additional services. 

In these cases, it’s obvious the customer is paying extra for the 

experience, because the experience is part of the product. 

Kevin Kelly, in his e-book Better Than Free, suggests eight factors 

that allow you to compete in a market where customers expect 

everything free26. These eight factors apply whatever your price, 

so let’s look at how you can incorporate them into your products. 

Immediacy 

Some people value speed of delivery, and are willing to pay for 

that experience. For example, now that I’ve started buying e-books 

from Amazon.com to read using the Kindle app on my Android 

tablet, my attitude towards books has changed completely. I’m far 

more likely now to buy from Amazon.com (because of the instant 

download) than to visit a local book shop. 

Look for ways to tailor your products and services for immediacy. 

This is, of course, easier when you’re delivering electronic 

products; but it can sometimes apply to other products and 

services as well. For example, if you’re selling (physical) books, let 

the customer download a PDF version immediately, so they don’t 

have to wait for the book to arrive by mail. 

                                                           
26 Used with permission. For more, download the free report at 

changethis.com/53.01.BeyondFree. 

http://changethis.com/53.01.BeyondFree
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Personalisation 

Many businesses allow you to create personalised versions of their 

products and services. Personalisation is not just about expanding 

your range to cater for a wider range of tastes; it’s about creating 

unique products for each customer. 

Max Hitchins, who featured earlier in the book when I was talking 

about the Melbourne Cup (page 74), also offers a personalised 

wine service, where consumers order a bottle of wine with a label 

they themselves provide. These are perfect gifts for special 

occasions, and Max says, ‚They always tell me that they drink the 

wine, but keep the bottle!‛ 

Interpretation 

Don’t assume your customers will know how to make the most of 

their purchase. You have far greater experience with it than they 

do, so improve their experience by explaining how they can use it. 

For example, this sushi kit includes a DVD and a recipe book, to 

help the customer use and enjoy their purchase: 

 

To apply this to your products and services, imagine yourself as a 

customer buying your product, and ask yourself what they would 

need to know to use it. Then build that into your product offering. 
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Authenticity 

Although some people like the perceived value of a fake Gucci 

handbag or a fake Rolex watch, others value the experience of 

knowing it’s authentic. If your customers value authenticity and 

you provide the ‚authentic‛ version, emphasise this feature. 

The fake/real comparison is one obvious way to show 

authenticity; but you can also demonstrate it by being ‚the 

original‛, ‚the first‛ or ‚the source‛. 

Accessibility 

Some customers value the freedom of being able to access your 

products and services from anywhere, rather than being restricted 

by location or technology. For example, Google Docs provides a 

word processor that isn’t as powerful as Microsoft Word; but 

many people prefer Google Docs because they can access those 

documents from anywhere with an Internet connection. 

Consider when and where your customers will want access to 

your product, and build accessibility into it. For example, if you 

sell a DVD about how to chair difficult meetings, that’s useful for 

the initial training, but unlikely to be readily available just before 

the customer’s next difficult meeting. To improve the experience, 

you can also create a smart phone app with short video tutorials 

for handling the most difficult meeting situations, so customers 

can refer to it just before they walk into that meeting. 

Embodiment 

The same product, packaged in a slightly different way, can create 

a totally different customer experience. 

The board game Pictionary is, in effect, a paper-and-pencil version 

of the centuries-old acting game of charades, but the board game 

comes packaged in a nice box, with a board, cards and dice. That 

makes it a different experience – and a profitable product. 
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Mattel recently released a new version, Pictionary Man, which 

replaces the cards with a computer and adds a model of a man, 

which reintroduces the idea of acting to the game: 

  

Fans of Lego can buy Creationary, which is essentially Pictionary 

with Lego blocks: 

 

None of these variations change the essential object of the game, 

but they change the experience of playing it, so they have value to 

the customer. Die-hard board game fans (such as my family!) own 

all the variations, and will happily buy new versions when they 

become available. 

You can do the same with your products. Look for different ways 

to package up the same essential service, to change the experience 

and appeal to different groups of customers. 
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Patronage 

If you provide high-quality products and services, your customers 

want to support you, and will do so if you let them. 

When English rock band Radiohead released its album In 

Rainbows in October 2007, they offered it as a download for 

whatever price the customer was willing to pay. Customers rewarded 

this goodwill gesture: Most people (about two-thirds) paid full 

retail price. Later, when it was released through regular retail 

outlets, it hit the Number One position in the UK Album Chart in 

its very first week. 

You might be able to apply the same principle to your products or 

services, either offering them free or at a customer-determined 

price. If you have a loyal customer base, many of them will pay a 

reasonable price (or even more) because they like you, like your 

business or like a cause you’re supporting. 

Findability 

When there are too many choices, customers will pay for advisers 

to help them filter out what’s irrelevant. 

Media veteran Rupert Murdoch was banking on this when he 

turned The Times newspaper in the U.K. into a paid subscription 

service. Although many of the stories hidden behind this ‚pay 

wall‛ were readily available elsewhere, Murdoch judged that 

many of his loyal readers would still pay for continued access to 

the newspaper’s editorial team, which decided what to publish 

each day. 

If your products and services aren’t as extensive as your 

competitors’, this might be a benefit, not a drawback. Customers 

don’t want all the available options; they would rather have a few 

specifically relevant to them. 
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The buying experience 

In the examples we’ve just seen, it’s easy to see how the product 

or service is enhanced by these eight factors. There’s another 

experience that matters to your customers as well: The buying 

process itself. Don’t underestimate its importance, and how much 

this can influence your customer’s buying decision. 

For example, Amazon.com sells a commodity product – books – 

but has a patented ‚one-click buying‛ option that makes it so 

much easier for customers (and so much more profitable for 

Amazon.com!): 

 

For another example, consider Zazz.com.au, one of the early ‚deal 

of the day‛ services in Australia, which sells electronic gadgets 

and gizmos. It’s more than an on-line store; it’s an on-line store 

with attitude, both in the hip way the daily products are promoted, 

and the chatty customer forum on the site. On their fifth 

anniversary, they even offered their customers a free gift as long 

as they paid postage:  
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Both Amazon.com and Zazz recognise the importance of the 

customer’s buying experience, and thrive because of it – despite 

operating in highly competitive industries. 

Creating a positive buying experience has two benefits. It might 

allow you to charge a higher price, just as if the product itself had 

that experience built in. More importantly, though, it sets you 

apart from your competitors, who might be offering the same 

product or service, but can’t offer the same experience. 

You’re competing in a world where your customers have more 

choices than ever before. If you can’t provide a unique buying 

experience that your customers value, you’re putting your 

business in a very vulnerable position. 

Let’s re-visit Kevin Kelly’s list of Better Than Free factors, this time 

applying as many as possible to the customer’s buying experience. 

Immediacy 

There’s no doubt Apple has cultivated a desire for immediacy in 

some of its (admittedly more obsessed) fans. When Apple releases 

a new product, or even a new version of an old product, Apple 

stores are besieged by long lines of customers who want to be the 

first to own the new release27: 

 

                                                           
27 Photo of the Apple Store in Sydney, by ‚Newtown graffiti‛ at Flickr. 
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Even if you’re not Apple, you might be able to find ways to give 

your customers a similar experience, with things like priority 

access, ‚pre-sale sales‛ and early releases of new products. 

Personalisation 

Personalising the buying process goes beyond a Web site 

addressing repeat customers by name. Smart Web sites can do so 

much more to tailor the buying process for each customer. 

For example, MusicNotes.com, a site that sells downloadable sheet 

music, invites customers to complete a ‚profile page‛ after their 

first purchase, with the stated purpose to: 

‚< provide a superior shopping experience uniquely tailored 

to the instrument you play, the style of music you prefer, your 

playing ability or your performance setting.‛ 

It then uses this information when recommending relevant 

products the next time you visit the site. 

Even if your Web site isn’t so sophisticated, you can still do some 

basic things for returning customers, like remembering their 

address, preferred payment option and credit card details. 

Interpretation 

Don’t assume your customers know how to fill in an order form, 

use your currency converter or find the 4-digit security number on 

their credit card. Help them through the process and you’ll 

increase your sales. We’ll talk about this in more detail later in this 

chapter. 

Authenticity 

It’s hard to imagine exactly what an ‚authentic buying process‛ 

would feel like; but if you’d like to imagine the opposite, try 

dealing with a major bank. Even the simplest requests often result 
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in a maze of automated telephone systems, followed by being 

burrowed in paperwork and stifled by nonsensical policies. 

At the time of writing, the National Australia Bank, recognising 

this problem, was running an advertising campaign with the 

slogan ‚We killed the asterisk‛, referring to the fine print on most 

banking products: 

 

If you’re operating a smaller business, you have an advantage, 

because you probably already offer a more authentic process – not 

by design, but simply because you’re not a big organisation. So 

emphasise this and explain how it’s a benefit. For example, Karen 

McCoy at mccoyfitness.ca makes a point of the fact she answers 

her own e-mail: 

 

Patronage 

Can you add something to your buying process that makes people 

want to support it? An obvious example is promising to donate 

some percentage of your sales to support a charity. 

I do this with my book “Web Sites for Speakers, Trainers, Coaches and 

Consultants”. I wrote it because it establishes my credibility and 

authority with a key niche market, so I don’t care if I make any 

money from book sales. In fact, all profits from book sales go to a 

charity I support, and the book is even available completely free in 

http://www.mccoyfitness.ca/
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e-book form28. You don’t even have to provide a name and e-mail 

address to download the e-book; but I do ask that if you like it, 

you donate $20 to the charity: 

 

As another example, Andy Sernovitz, author of the marketing 

blog ‚Damn! I Wish I’d Thought Of That!‛, reports that Columbia 

Sportswear offers its customers the option of having their product 

shipped in a reused box, to reduce the environmental cost29. 

Findability 

If your buying process can help customers find other related 

products, this improves their experience and comes across as 

helpful rather than pushy. 

One of the best-known examples is Amazon.com, with its helpful 

(but not intrusive) ‚Customers Who Bought This Item Also 

Bought‛ feature: 

  
                                                           
28 Available from gihanperera.com/ewsfs 
29 See fastflatfree.com/to/columbia. 

http://gihanperera.com/ewsfs
http://fastflatfree.com/to/columbia
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This feature – which, by the way, a physical book shop can’t easily 

duplicate – helps customers (and is welcomed by them). 

As another example, when you buy a domain name from 

GoDaddy.com, they keep offering you additional products – more 

privacy, Web hosting, additional domain names, and so on – 

during the buying process. These products are natural offerings 

for somebody buying a domain name, so GoDaddy is helping the 

customer avoid the extra effort of finding those products 

elsewhere. They aren’t necessarily the best provider of these 

products for all circumstances, and savvy customers will ignore 

GoDaddy’s suggestions and shop elsewhere for these products. 

But many customers don’t know where else to shop, so GoDaddy 

is providing a useful (and highly profitable) service. 

The on-line buying process 

Despite the explosive growth in e-commerce, many Internet users 

are still unsure, uncomfortable and untrusting of buying products 

and services on the Internet. This is partly because they are 

unfamiliar with the process, and partly because so many Web sites 

are still so poor at their on-line sales process. 

If you can be the exception – and provide a positive buying 

experience – you can set yourself apart from your competitors, 

and significantly boost your sales. The good news is that you 

probably don’t have to do much to be better than your 

competitors! It also doesn’t have to be expensive, because you can 

usually use a third-party e-commerce system to manage your on-

line sales (rather than hiring a developer to build it from scratch 

for your Web site). 

We’re going to focus here on direct on-line sales – in other words, 

people coming to your Web site and paying with their credit card. 

So this section isn’t directly relevant if you’re not selling products 

from your Web site. However, many of the principles that apply 
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to on-line orders also apply to other actions you want your 

customers to take. 

In the previous chapter about framing, we looked at compelling 

sales letters that lead people to your shop. In this section, we’ll 

look at the shop itself in more detail: 

 

The price is right 

A number of factors will affect the way you price your products 

and services, and many of them are independent of the Internet. 

This isn’t a book about products and pricing, so I won’t go into 

detail here about how you set your price. I certainly won’t advise 

you to automatically drop your prices simply because of on-line 

competition. However, it’s worth spending a few minutes 

exploring who pays for your products and services, because the 

Internet allows you to find creative answers to this question: 

 Customer buys: The simplest and most obvious option is for the 

customer to pay for your product.. 

 Customer leases: Many products and services are now being 

offered for rent rather than outright purchase – for example, 

Web hosting, mobile phones and cable television. There’s no 
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reason you can’t consider offering the same option for your 

products and services. 

 Customer becomes a member: Rather than selling products 

outright at full price, you offer a membership service, where 

subscribers pay a fixed monthly fee and get access to the 

products in return. 

 Advertiser pays: Your customers pay nothing (or very little) for 

your product, because advertisers pay instead. We’ve 

discussed this in the Build Your Tribe chapter (page 131). 

 Government pays: A related situation is where your product is 

eligible for a government grant. This typically happens in two 

ways: Either you get the grant, in which case the government 

is paying you; or you educate your customers about applying 

for the grant or rebate, so they end up paying less. 

 Employer pays: If your products are aimed at employees, they 

might expect their employers to pay for them. This can be 

highly profitable for you, because you can make a single bulk 

sale to the employer rather than having to convince every 

employee to buy individually. Even if you offer a discount for 

the bulk purchase, this can still be very profitable. 

 Nobody pays: You might be willing to offer certain products 

and services free, under certain circumstances – for example, 

when bundling them with other, more profitable, products; or 

when including them as an incentive for taking action. 

 You pay: Taking this one step further, you might even be 

willing to pay your customers, rather than the other way 

around – for example, because you’re building a database or 

conducting valuable market research. 

Take the order 

Surveys of on-line shoppers frequently show that more than half 

of them abandon their purchase before they complete the order. 

This is not before they decide to order; this is after they have 
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decided to buy, put items into their on-line shopping cart, and 

almost completed the order. 

In the physical world, this would be bizarre. It’s equivalent to 

going to your supermarket, filling up your shopping trolley, 

waiting in line at the checkout, and then suddenly changing your 

mind and walking away. 

The most tragic part of this scenario is you’re losing your 

customer after doing all the hard work. They’ve selected your 

Web site (from many others they could have visited), chosen to 

explore it (rather than leaving early), been persuaded by your 

marketing, trusted you enough to buy from you, and then – just 

before they complete the order – they change their mind! 

What could possibly alter the buying experience of so many on-

line shoppers that it leads to so many abandoned virtual shopping 

trolleys cluttering up cyberspace? A survey by the Baymard 

Institute in 2011 identified the top reasons people gave for 

abandoning an on-line transaction30: 

 Can’t try before they buy: Customers decided they really needed 

to ‚try it on‛ before buying. 

 Didn’t want to buy: These customers were ‚just looking‛, and 

put items into the shopping cart simply to ‚bookmark‛ them. 

 Distractions: During the process, customers became distracted 

by something and never returned to complete the transaction. 

 Poor usability: The site was confusing or complicated. 

 Fear of fraud: The site didn’t feel safe or trustworthy, so 

customers were reluctant to complete the order. 

 Web site errors: Something broke down while the customer was 

completing the transaction. 

 Additional costs: Fees added at checkout (postage, handling 

and taxes, for example) made it too expensive. 

                                                           
30 See baymard.com/blog/cart-abandonment 

http://baymard.com/blog/cart-abandonment
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Apart from the first two, which can’t easily be avoided, these 

reasons clearly identify flaws and failure points in the on-line 

buying experience. Web sites that address these issues will 

improve the buying experience, and hence increase sales. 

The biggest on-line retailers install sophisticated tracking software 

on their Web site to monitor customer behaviour and identify the 

biggest failure points, so they know exactly what to fix. Even if 

you don’t have this luxury, there are some simple things you can 

do to ensure the buying process is as easy as possible. 

For example: 

 Don’t force them to ‚register‛ before they can buy anything. 

 Use a secure server. 

 Make the order process as straightforward as possible. 

 Publish a clear privacy policy, and make it easily accessible 

from your order forms, shopping cart and checkout. 

 Provide a variety of payment options, especially for people 

worried about giving their credit card details on the Internet. 

 Publish a telephone number that allows a wary customer to 

talk to a real person. 

 Publish your full street address to reassure the customer this 

is a legitimate business. 

 Provide a currency converter for international customers (For 

example, link to the free currency converter at xe.com). 

 Show postage and handling costs early in the process. 

 Write any terms and conditions in simple, plain English. 

 State your refund policy, and make it easy for unhappy 

customers to claim a refund. 

Doing these things won’t guarantee your customers will complete 

the transaction; but they will certainly make the process easier, 

and that improves your chances. 

http://www.xe.com/
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Follow up 

Finally, let’s consider what happens after the sale. It’s easy to fall 

into the trap of thinking it’s the end of the transaction, but that’s 

only true for you. For the customer, their purchase is just the 

beginning of their journey with your product or service. So don’t 

abandon them just because you have their money! As Humphrey 

Bogart said in the greatest movie of all time (Casablanca, of course): 

‚I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship!‛ 

The first, and most obvious, step is to give them immediate 

feedback after their purchase. Give them an invoice or receipt 

immediately, with instructions to print or save it. Also, send them 

an acknowledgement e-mail, clearly explaining the next steps 

(approximate shipping time, download instructions, how to get 

help, and so on). 

You can also add some additional surprises or bonuses to enhance 

the buying experience. These bonuses are all the more valuable 

because the customer knows you’re not offering them as an 

incentive to buy. For example, when I first purchased sheet music 

from MusicNotes.com, they immediately sent me an e-mail telling 

me how to get a discount on my next purchase: 
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All of this happens immediately at the time of purchase. However, 

you can do even more by keeping in touch with the customer 

regularly over time, helping them to consume the product: 

 Send them a series of e-mail messages at specified intervals, 

with additional hints, tips and training resources. 

 Give them a smart phone app to help them use the product. 

 Invite them to join a public or private on-line community. 

 Set a reminder in your calendar to phone the customer in the 

future, to check in with them and offer additional assistance. 

Most of these steps can be automated, so they cost almost nothing 

to you, but significantly improve your customer’s experience. 

But wait – there’s more! 

As I mentioned earlier, it’s 

tragic that so many people 

might be abandoning your Web 

site after you’ve done all the 

hard work, and just before they 

hand over their money. 

If you visit the book’s on-line 

resource centre, you’ll find a self-assessment survey you can use 

(as many times as you like) to evaluate your order forms. See page 

11 for information about the on-line resource centre, or use the QR 

code here with your phone to go to it immediately: 
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Conclusion 

At the turn of the twenty-first century, everything that could have 

been written about time management had been written (or so we 

thought). Experts like Alan Mackenzie, David Allen and Stephen 

Covey pretty much had the field covered. And then Tim Ferriss 

came along, with his 2007 book The Four-Hour Workweek. The 

book’s audacious title and Ferriss’ unrelenting promotion made it 

a best-seller. The book – and Tim Ferris himself, for that matter – 

polarises people. Some see it as the time management Bible for the 

twenty-first century entrepreneur; others think it’s a sham that 

succeeded only because of the marketing hype. 

I host a business book club in Perth, and we discussed The Four-

Hour Workweek at one of our meetings. I was facilitating that 

month’s meeting, and I began by asking the group for their single 

biggest idea from the book. I expected some variations in the 

answers, but I was astonished by the diversity. For example, one 

person said it was about designing your lifestyle (which is my 

opinion as well); another about leverage; another about 

eliminating inefficiencies and automating as much as possible; 

another about enjoying life more; another about being more 

productive; and another about managing priorities. 



212      Fast, Flat and Free 

Of course, some of these are variations on a theme, but they do 

reflect a range of benefits that the book offers. 

Here’s the point 

The variety of responses is partly due to the depth and richness of 

the book, but mostly due to each reader’s circumstances when 

they read the book. 

That’s common to many books. As an author, I don’t know your 

exact situation and circumstances, so I can’t tell you exactly which 

part of this book will be most valuable to you. You have to make 

that judgment for yourself 

Of course, this is easier said than done; especially when you reach 

the end of a book like this that covers so many disparate areas. 

There are many good ideas in it, and the problem isn’t that you 

don’t have enough things to do; rather, it’s that you have too many 

things to do. 

The best I can do is to give you some direction. So, in this final 

chapter, I’m going to share a simple diagnostic tool to help you 

identify your top priorities for putting the ideas in this book into 

action. 

Many diagnostic tools are very good at helping you identifying 

problem areas; but many don’t show you how to set your 

priorities to fix them. Even those that do sometimes don’t make it 

easy or motivating for you to tackle the priority areas. 

This diagnostic tool is different. I want you to discover not only 

the most profitable actions for your business, but also the easiest 

and most enjoyable for you to do. 

Let’s begin with my formula for happiness ... 
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My happiness formula 

My formula for happiness for business owners is simple: 

Get paid for doing what you love, that you’re good at, with 

people you like. 

As you can see, it’s made up of four parts: 

First, because this is specifically about happiness in 

your business rather than your personal life, I want you 

to focus on things that are profitable. 

Doing what you love is about doing things that are 

enjoyable – they bring you joy, satisfaction, a feeling of 

accomplishment and a sense of purpose. 

Doing what you’re good at is about doing what’s 

practical because of your skills and expertise. These are 

the things that come easily to you. 

Spending time with people you like means you add a 

social aspect to your work life, so you spend more time 

with people you like and less with people you don’t. 

So those are the four attributes in this formula: Do what’s 

profitable, enjoyable, practical and social. If you can design a 

business that meets these four criteria, it’s a business for life. 

Of course, this isn’t the only formula for business success; and in 

some ways it contradicts what other experts might say. For 

example, many business coaches will urge you to build a business 

that can run itself – without you – so you can eventually sell it. 

That’s a valid point, but I would rather build a business I enjoy 

now rather than one that gives me happiness eventually31. 

                                                           
31 In fact, this is one of the key points Tim Ferriss makes in The Four-Hour 

Workweek. 
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So if you’d like to do the same, let’s put this formula to use in 

applying the ideas in this book. 

The Fast, Flat and Free Action Plan 

At the start of this book, I shared the nine key principles for your 

on-line strategy: 

 

Each chapter has specific ideas you can put into practice, but you 

will have to decide what’s right for you – and in what order. 

For example, in the Show Your Face chapter, I talked about the 

value of creating a short on-line video positioning yourself and 

your business. If you’ve done this before and know how to do it, 

this will take no more than 15-20 minutes; so it doesn’t require 

much assessment and evaluation – just do it. However, if you 

haven’t done it before, you have to decide whether it’s worth 

doing, and when. 

I’ll help you develop a Fast, Flat and Free action plan, which will 

help you make these decisions for each idea in the book. The 

purpose of this action plan is to help you choose actions and set 

priorities. In this way, it’s just like any other plan, except that I 

want you to choose your actions and priorities based on my four-

step happiness formula. 

For each idea, first ask yourself whether you’re already doing it 

effectively; and if so, ignore it and move on to the next item. 



 Conclusion 215 

 

For those you’re not doing as well as you’d like, consider whether 

it meets those four criteria: 

Will this create value for your business? Is it likely to be 

profitable (even indirectly), or is it only going to incur a 

cost – or even just be neutral? 

Is it something you would like (or, even better, love) to 

do? In other words, would it be enjoyable for you, or 

would it feel like a chore? 

Is it something you’re good at? Do you have the skills or 

expertise to do it, or would you have to invest in 

learning how to do it? 

When you’re doing it – or learning to do it – will you be 

spending time with people you like? Does it have a social 

benefit for you, or is it a burden? 

If we apply this to the example of the positioning video: You 

might never have done this before, but are comfortable making 

speeches and presentations. In that case, you would assess this 

idea as follows: 

 

Value Like Skills People 

Create a positioning video √ √ × × 

You’ve ticked the Value box, so this is something you should do. 

But because you don’t have the skills, you can’t simply go ahead 

and do it immediately. However, that doesn’t mean it should be a 

low priority. You have to either learn to do it yourself or find 

somebody (and somebody you would like to spend time with) to 

help you with it. If either option is attractive to you, this can 

remain a high priority. On the other hand, if both of them seem 

too difficult, you might make this a lower priority. 
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See how it works? Working through the 

diagnostic tool is a fairly simple process, as 

you simply tick (or cross) the four boxes for 

each item. The items with the most ticks are 

the easiest for you, so give them the highest 

priority. 

I realise this is not the traditional way to do 

goal setting or strategic planning! Most other 

systems urge you to prioritise based purely on importance (in 

other words, the value for your business), but I think the other 

three factors are important as well. It’s disheartening to do things 

you don’t like; it’s hard work to do what you’re not good at; and 

it’s lonely unless you’re spending time with people you like. So 

include all four factors in assessing each item. 

So now that you know the process, go back through the book, 

write down the things you’d like to do, and decide how these four 

criteria apply to each item. You can then review the list and decide 

which items you’re going to tackle, how you’re going to do them, 

and in what priority. 

To help you get started, go to the book’s on-line resource centre, 

and you can download and print a list of items. See page 11 for 

information about the on-line resource centre, or use the QR code 

here with your phone to go to it immediately: 

 

I’ve grouped them according to the three parts of this book – Your 

Business, Your Market and Your Marketing – and left space for 

you to tick the four boxes for each item. 
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Remember that after you complete this list – ticking and crossing 

all the boxes – go back through the list and identify your highest 

priorities. Then get to work on them! 

Start before you’re ready 

I started this book by telling a story from my Honours year in 

Computer Science in 1988. Three years later, when I was working 

as a programmer for a small software company in Perth, we won a 

contract to build software for an optical fibre undersea cable 

system between Hong Kong and Taiwan (This was part of the 

early Internet). As part of that project, I spent six weeks in Hong 

Kong doing the final installation and testing of our system. It was 

the most challenging time in my work life (we regularly worked 

17-hour days), but was also very rewarding. 

Today, we take it for granted we can go to a Web site, click a little 

blue link on a page, and instantly jump to another Web site on the 

other side of the world. But in 1991 – when we were working with 

much more primitive technology – that sort of connectivity was 

still a dream. It was a major achievement for us to just get a single 

dial-up telephone connection between the monitoring station in 

Hong Kong and our office in Perth! 

I remember talking to the local technicians in Hong Kong at the 

time, and they were telling me about the next cable they would be 

installing in a few years’ time. It would be faster, cheaper, and 

more reliable – and would render the current cable obsolete. In 

fact, even as we were installing our system, we knew it was being 

superseded. 

So why did we bother with our slower, more expensive, less 

reliable system? Because if we had waited for the perfect time, 

with the perfect technology, we would never had started. And if 

everybody in the industry had taken that attitude, we wouldn’t 

have any Internet at all! 
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And that's the point. The world is moving so quickly today it’s 

inevitable that what you do today will be obsolete tomorrow. That 

doesn’t mean you shouldn’t start. In fact, it’s just the opposite: 

Start before you’re ready. 

In the last few years, before the global financial crisis hit, Australia 

went through a huge economic boom, largely driven by the 

mining industry. Many people in my home town of Perth became 

wealthier than ever before, because many of them took advantage 

of the boom. However, I often saw letters to the editor in our daily 

newspaper complaining that the boom was just passing them by. 

As much as I sympathise with their situation, I think there’s a 

curious flaw in their thinking, if they assumed they would 

automatically benefit from the boom. I don’t think booms create 

wealth; rather, they create opportunities for wealth. This applies to 

mining booms and on-line booms equally. The Internet puts us 

within touching distance of huge opportunities. Those who take 

advantage of those opportunities will succeed in a big way. 

As a business owner or entrepreneur, you’re in a perfect position 

to take advantage of this fast, flat and free world – but you must 

do so. The bad news is that if you don’t shift, change and adapt 

your business, you will fall behind others who do. 

If you’re waiting for the perfect moment you’ll be waiting a long 

time. The perfect moment is now. Start now, and figure out the 

next steps while you’re in motion. 

Welcome to the journey. We’ve only just begun. 
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