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This book is dedicated to the Brand Story Experts who have been committed to executing and advancing our process since 2009. Thank you for joining me on this journey. Your support and enthusiasm inspire me and truly make the work we do feel like a celebration.
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INTRODUCTION

How to Engage the People Who Really Matter
(And Ignore Those Who Don’t)

BRAND STORIES ARE my life’s work. The simple concept that a company’s story can bring out its best is an idea I adopted early in my career. It changed the way I work with clients and captivated me from the start. Few things are more inspiring than helping an organization clarify with pride what strengthens its culture and improves the experience for everyone. In 2009, I closed my agency of ten years to focus on that one thing: telling, refining, and celebrating stories, and using those stories to engage influencers of all levels.

I have been blessed to work with hundreds of companies across industries as diverse as home services, construction and technology, and even the Pittsburgh Pirates, to discover stories that inspire internal and external influencers. However, as the central theme of this book will verify, your brand experience and culture get better when you share the experience with like-minded individuals. Today I work with a team of brand story experts, refining a process that I am excited to share with you.

You will learn about the following topics:


	•The opportunity to celebrate your story

	•The process of Culture Development Marketing (CDM)

	•What brands are (and what they are not)

	•Who is an influencer (and who is not)

	•How to create a story-driven culture full of energy, appreciation, and success

	•Why the single biggest opportunity in business today is realizing that everyone is an influencer



If you are reading these bullet points and questioning whether this is a book for you, a quick way to end the indecision is to simply ask yourself, “Am I interested in learning how to bring more happiness, stability, and success to my company?” If this interests you, then yes, this book is for you.

No, really!

Judging from the title, you may feel that the quickest way to do all of that is by adding influencers. But influencers are not the solution—they are the result. The goal is to build trusted relationships by establishing a culture that celebrates shared vision and values. Once you do that, you are winning.

This book will explain why the truest influence is earned through interaction, involvement, and participation. This game-changing perspective can be used personally and professionally to become a stronger leader, team member, parent, or coach.

Perhaps you feel that the terms brand story and influencer have become so overused that it is difficult to imagine a fresh story development process in the world of business. You will find that although I conceived and trademarked my story development process in 2009, the main mechanisms and principles are still ahead of the game today.

THIS PROCESS WORKS FOR EVERY COMPANY THAT’S ALL IN.

Our agency has specialized in brand stories from the start, and the need for what we do continues to grow. In fact, in the past two years, our agency has experienced more than 200 percent revenue growth and tripled the size of our team ... while dealing with global uncertainty and a pandemic.

We are building brand clarity, helping leaders gain strength, and creating company celebrations that supercharge brand experiences. We bring out the best in every brand by shining a light on their most inspiring aspects. However, for the process to work, the organization must be committed, stay on board, and go all in. Our brand story experts are passionate about helping brands who are inspired to build their company, solidify their culture, and celebrate their stories.

This book will explain the concepts that drive my success and the success of my clients, and how these breakthroughs will transform your business and culture. Profiles of companies and leaders with a gift for understanding influence and influencers are shared. You’ll understand the unique power of celebrating your brand story and how your celebration is amplified through the passionate participation of true influencers. You’ll learn why these are the people who really matter and why you should be ignoring those who don’t. This book will help you gain clarity, empower your organization, and set your brand on a path to continual growth and success.




CHAPTER ONE

The Story Sharing Shift

IN 1973, THE public chatter was about Hall of Fame quarterback Joe Namath’s legs. As a spokesmodel for Hanes, he participated in a now-(in)famous campaign where he wore pantyhose. The campaign made a huge impact because Namath was the biggest name in sports at the time. He was an “Influencer.”

That 50-year-old campaign illustrates that influencers associating with brands is not a new idea. However, the definition of influencer has evolved far beyond the idea of athletes and celebrities endorsing brands. Hiring influencers has grown into an opportunity that impacts and involves every area of business.

Every business in this era needs to acknowledge, understand, and pursue influencers. The need for such individuals has largely come about because workforce mentality has shifted. Business ideas and innovation now happen beyond management meetings in the boardroom. Team members fill every type of position, and supporters outside the brand can dramatically influence the images and outcomes associated with companies.
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YES, THERE IS NO “I” IN TEAM, BUT THERE IS AN “I” IN INFLUENCER.
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The opportunity to step up and be an influencer, to impact a brand’s story and create change, is open to everyone. This transformational shift has made a brand story strategy mandatory for leaders at all levels. From the CEO to the Marketing Department to a new team member looking to make a difference, this book is for you.

GETTING IT WRONG WILL TANK YOUR BUSINESS

Most businesses are already looking for ways to take advantage of the opportunity to utilize influencers. Some companies are making huge gains, creating demand, and absolutely crushing it with influencer partnerships, and others want in. Influencer marketing seems like a no-brainer. But what can happen if you get it wrong?

Before you rush in, remember that the story has to be right and the influencer relationship has to be believable—more than a feigned celebrity endorsement. Only a real, authentic relationship will build credibility and trust, and influence your brand.

Tiger Woods and Shaq endorsed Oldsmobile and Buick. Did anyone ever believe that they would choose those cars if they weren’t paid millions to endorse them?

Association makes an impact. It can build trust or ruin credibility, and the stakes have been raised significantly in the 21st century. The opportunity for success is surely present, but a negative blow from a disengaged influencer can destroy a business.

Brands take a risk whenever they work with someone. Celebrities with clean images can fall from grace quickly, and any celebrity can have their integrity attacked. If a company has to withdraw support for a public figure after they did or said something considered objectionable or offensive, the brand will suffer.

The number of social media influencers is skyrocketing, but the credibility of this advertising model is diminishing at the same speed. Gone are the days where any celebrity could be hired to say nice things about you and your company while you let the money roll in.

Sure, the opportunities are bigger than ever. But unfortunately, there are also more implementation questions than ever. Get your campaign wrong and the move could tank your business. However, if you get it right, it won’t matter if your brand loses a key influencer. You’ll have the tools to pivot and adapt.
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KNOW THE STAKES SO YOU CAN CHOOSE YOUR INFLUENCER ASSOCIATIONS WISELY.
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NOT JUST CELEBRITIES

Celebrity endorsement won’t guarantee gains for your company. Celebrities can amplify a company’s message and expand their audience, but if the company and the celebrity’s interests are at odds, it could hurt the reputation of both parties.


	•The company could have an influx of customers they can’t help.

	•The celebrity’s endorsement could hurt future deals due to a lack of credibility.

	•Customers could be let down by not getting a good product.



Sharing your story the right way—focusing on the true aspects of your brand—will help you gain the right influencer relationships. It will also help you become a better leader, get more out of your job, and be a part of something far more meaningful. Learning to celebrate your brand story in this manner builds and strengthens internal and external relationships.

LET’S GET REAL ABOUT INFLUENCERS

Putting your trust in someone to gain insight, borrow their perspective, or learn from their evaluation is a long-standing, effective strategy. People have always had the ability to influence and inspire others in this way.

However, in the past decade, this idea has expanded as the concept of influencer marketing has exploded. Social media has equipped people with these global platforms to create widespread presentations of their personality, ideas, and opinions. The emergence of social channels has not only amplified the voice of the individual; it has also provided the opportunity to form a data-defined definition labeling their impact.

As a result, the term influencer has become a quantifiable marketing definition. Professionals now identify tiers of Instagram influencers, from mega-influencer, macro-influencer, mid-tier-influencer, micro-influencer, all the way down to a nano-influencer.

You can also label expert subgroups in categories like Celebrity, Lifestyle Blogger, Traveler, Beauty Blogger, Product Blogger, Fashion Stylist, Vlogger, Photographer, Thought Leader, and more. The term influencer has been outlined, examined, and defined in nearly every way you can imagine.

So, is it settled? Do we finally have a final definition of who an influencer is and what they are all about?

Not even close.

Brand experts are certainly trying. These tiered classifications and subcategories are valuable tools to help identify a person’s ability to create sales and drive interest through their influence. But they are merely a useful starting point.

There are too many variables to measure an influencer’s true ability to partner with a brand. Wishful brands often overestimate the impact of an influencer and are left with disappointed stakeholders, wasted money, and weak sales. In addition, too many brands overlook the power of smaller, more passionate influencers. It’s important to realize that you can’t count anyone out as an influencer. Whether someone is or isn’t an influencer depends on the brand that is asking and the context of the relationship.

INDUSTRY INFLUENCERS ARE HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT

Pat Cleary probably won’t make the Nike, Budweiser, or Verizon list of prime influencers, but at the ClientSpace User Conference, nobody was more valuable. He was the influencer who mattered the most. Pat Cleary is the President of NAPEO, a critical organization for anyone in the professional employer organization (PEO) industry. My client, NetWise Technology, was in that game.

NetWise Technology was a smaller company in the PEO industry, but they had a tremendous product called ClientSpace. The NetWise team believed in the quality of their product and the solutions it designed—they just needed help coordinating and celebrating their story. We did just that. The new brand shift was followed by tremendous growth, record sales years, and so much success that they became attractive enough to be acquired.

One of the new NetWise initiatives we helped launch was an annual ClientSpace User Conference. The event showcased their product, team, and culture. It also provided an opportunity for the NetWise team to bring in industry influencers to celebrate their company, product solutions, and culture. Every year, as their company’s sales grew, the conference attendance grew.

However, instead of looking to upgrade their featured speaker each year, NetWise President Randy Wadle remained emphatic that his main goal every year was to secure the participation of NAPEO President Pat Cleary. Randy was certain that he was NetWise’s biggest influencer. Randy stated that “Pat gets what we do and brings value to this event that nobody else can deliver.” In this arena, Pat Cleary was the influencer who mattered most.
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IT’S ALL ABOUT REAL AUTHENTICITY, NOT JUST BIG NUMBERS.
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Influencer integration is vital to determining their impact. For this reason, it is impossible to definitively classify anyone as an authentic influencer at any level. First it has to be determined if the individual has the desire and ability to become integrated and involved with the brand. An influencer only matters and makes sense for the brand if they possess the ability to be attached to or engaged with the brand’s story in a real and relatable way.

This attachment isn’t based on the size of the audience they reach, or the level of celebrity status they bring with them. Everyone can be an influencer, and the impact they make multiplies when they’re brought together with other like-minded influencers who celebrate the same story:


	•A single salesperson who steps up and consistently celebrates success stories makes a profound impact by continuously reinforcing their company’s reputation for service excellence. Not only are they powerful influencers, but their participation can be a force that saves or strengthens the company.

	•An emotional customer who joins a social media platform to post their first video ever explaining how a nutrition company changed their life can go viral and inspire millions of people. This type of internet hype is unpredictable because the right story, at the right time, can happen at any time.



These are just two of the many variables that make it challenging to measure influencer impact accurately or define it definitively. As hard as people try to explain the term, title, and power of an influencer, single definitions are tough to gauge.
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POWERFUL PERSONAL INFLUENCE CAN COME FROM ANYWHERE

[image: ]

A mega-influencer can be a college professor who’s never even been on social media but once took the time to tell you an inspiring story that caused you to stick it out in your major. Her influence gave you the courage to chase your dreams.

Another game-changing influencer can be a team member who rarely speaks up. Still, he has spent a decade arriving at work an hour early, contributing passionately, and is always willing to help others in any way.

These insiders may not have a platform they use to map out ways for them to gain attention, add followers, or build an audience, but they create a rare influence that inspires others around them to do more and be more.

In our world, talk about the power of influence is everywhere. While the idea is popular, overuse of the technique is causing many to miss out on the benefits that authentic influence offers. Don’t lose sight of the fact that authentic influence is a product of participation and integration. That is what matters most, and those are the people who matter most.

DON’T TAKE SHORTCUTS WHEN DETERMINING WHO INFLUENCERS ARE

Many view Influencer Marketing as a cheat code. Many brands seek out partnerships with celebrities to buy their way into benefitting from the influencer’s authority, knowledge, and social following. These firms don’t understand the importance of confirming that their brand’s values, beliefs, personality, and interests are aligned with the influencer. Creating real influence isn’t about partnering with any celebrity or local boldface name just to produce a relationship with their followers. The best influencer relationships are built on integration, alignment, and shared values. It’s a collaboration designed to expand your ability to enlighten and educate customers. Getting people to join the party is what real influence is all about.

Many misunderstand this because they look at influence marketing as a hot, new way to instantly change their brand’s image and appeal solely by partnering with personalities. They fail to see the importance of education over influence. They view influencers as marketing tools, and to them, influence is an easy way to generate quick sales. So, they put off learning the best way to share their story. They short-cut the process and fail to create an influencer relationship that educates people on who they are and why they can be trusted.

It’s a waste of time.

Now the good news.

Influencer opportunities have expanded far beyond celebrities and social media personalities. Today, everyone has the potential to be a valuable influencer.

Any person or community that possesses the credibility and ability to share your brand’s story in a way that inspires others to connect, and engages with the story as well, is an influencer. This definition of influencer reaches beyond paid influencers to include every individual, regardless of social following or influencer rating. We all have a voice. We also have open access to the internet, social media channels, and email, which provide the ability to communicate our opinions, ideas, and thoughts as frequently as we like in whatever format we choose.

Communities are included in the definition for a reason. People who share a passion or vision can be grouped together to quickly super-size your influencer opportunity. In community influencer relationships, a brand extends their credibility through an association with a group. Such partnerships have existed in the past; however, smart brands have learned to make these relationships more meaningful. Their arrangements go far beyond simple alignments and sponsorships to create brand-defining collaborations that can immediately alter a company’s trajectory.

Any person or community that possesses the credibility and ability to share your brand’s story in a way that inspires others to connect, and engages with the story as well, is an influencer.

At the heart of these expanded influencer opportunities are integration and authenticity.

When people in agreement become integrated with your brand, and they participate with passion, they gain—and give you—authority. But the connection has to be real. The authenticity in their actions allows them to stand out and be recognized.

When a true connection exists, the public learns from what they say, begins to value their own opinions, and becomes inspired to act. Whether that action is purchasing a product, signing up for an email list, or sharing a post on social media, the rare ability to celebrate a brand’s story in a way that inspires others to get involved is a truly powerful influence. This impact bubbles up from the experiences, feelings, and dreams of actual people.

Yes, make no mistake about it: The biggest advantage in the world of marketing is the ability to educate the public about your brand’s story.

This doesn’t mean producing classroom-style lectures on Facebook Live. Organizations need to make education engaging by celebrating brand story-related content, helping people understand the experience. The key is to create a constant flow of content that solves problems, answers questions, introduces new ideas, provides information on products, and makes it easy for people to be a part of what is going on.
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IF YOUR COMPANY IS IN CRISIS, CELEBRATING CAN BRING YOU BACK FROM THE DEAD.
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In 2012, the Best Buy brand story wasn’t something they wanted to celebrate. Their CEO had just resigned after admitting to an improper relationship with a female employee, personnel morale had seemingly hit rock bottom, and it appeared they had no plans to compete with Amazon.

A shift needed to happen. New leadership decided to take action by celebrating their story from within. They knew that they needed to inspire their internal influencers first; otherwise, the company was doomed. Employee appreciation and participation became a top priority, and they took intentional steps to show team members that they were valued and supported. A treasured employee discount program was reinstated, they invested heavily in training, and they made it clear that team participation was critical to the company’s success.

They began to make changes that were centered on their strengths. They expanded the concept of their popular Geek Squad program to showcase their knowledge and expertise through an In-Home Advisor Program. The service provides in-home visits from Best Buy team members who would act as consultants to offer education and advice.

Next they began using videos of “Blue Shirt” team members to educate customers on new products and tech news. They unleashed these powerful Blue Shirt influencers by giving them a lead role in an ongoing series of insightful videos on Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram. The videos quickly became an important customer resource and a source of pride for the team. It was clear that Best Buy was uniformly celebrating their knowledge, expertise, and employees. This brand story celebration increased customer knowledge and boosted employee morale, while also building the Best Buy culture and brand. The impact was undeniable.

Best Buy operates in a competitive and challenging retail environment, but their focus on education has helped them navigate the waters in expert fashion. In fact, their shift to a brand story celebration has been so transformational that their stock surged from $13 a share in 2012 to over $100 in July 2020. They recognized the opportunity to influence and inspire through brand story development. They embraced it and, ladies and gentleman, Best Buy is back.
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ALL BUSINESSES (EVEN “BORING” ONES) HAVE THIS OPPORTUNITY.
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Every business has this same opportunity. Communications tools provide the ability to educate our teams, our customers, and our communities about who we are and what we are all about. However, many brands don’t link the Influencer opportunity to education. Instead, they believe that they don’t need to spend time educating because paid influencers can get people to purchase nearly anything. These brands have no problem finding influencer partners who will sell and say anything for money. Credibility is crumbling, and the issue is only intensifying.


A QUICK WORD ABOUT THE FTC

According to a Mediakix study, paid influencer marketing has grown to a $10 billion industry, and as the number of paid influencers grows, so do the trust issues surrounding their recommendations. In 2017, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) began filing cases against individual influencers after discovering that 93 percent of top celebrities on Instagram do not follow FTC guidelines on proper brand sponsorship disclosure. Influencers are now required to highlight paid partnerships clearly. With so many influencers, it is difficult to police them all, and many influencers and brands have failed to take the FTC guidelines seriously. That may be changing, as the FTC has moved on from simply issuing warnings.

In 2018, the agency issued a formal admonition to detox tea company Teami. The FTC warning clearly advised the Florida-based tea company that all connections between endorsers and advertisers must be disclosed and viewable. Teami, like many other brands, refused to take the warning seriously. In 2020, Teami was charged with making false claims about the benefits of their teas. They were also breaking guideline rules: Burying sponsored post descriptions on Instagram from well-known entertainers and influencers who were endorsing these fallacies.

The FTC bluntly indicated that they had seen enough of Teami’s deceptive practices and handed down a $15 million judgment. However, based on the company’s financial condition, the $15 million fine was partially suspended upon the payment of $1 million.

The FTC thus made a strong statement, but the struggle continues. Fake influencer issues are not difficult to find as many brands and influencers continue to play deceptive games. It remains to be seen if these issues can









	•So bad that Pepsi had to pull the ad in just one day for “missing the mark” with their message. They also apologized for “putting Kendall Jenner in this position.”

	•So bad that the internet and media outlets exploded with comments, stories, and scathing criticism of the ad.

	•So bad that Bernice King, the daughter of Martin Luther King Jr., tweeted a photo that showed her father being restrained by police with the caption, “If only Daddy would have known about the power of #Pepsi.”

	•So bad that as protests denouncing police violence and the death of George Floyd grew across the world in 2020, screenshots of the 2017 Pepsi ad began resurfacing all over the internet.
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THE BEST TOOLS MAY ALREADY BE IN YOUR TOOLBOX




	•Would a paid influencer have fixed Best Buy’s employee engagement issues in the same way?

	•Could a paid influencer educate and inform customers with content, or the same level of authentic expertise as the “Blue Shirt” team?

	•Could a paid influencer build relationships by allowing customers to experience the brand’s personality in the same way?














SUMMARY:


	•Every business in this era needs to acknowledge, understand, and pursue influencers, but the story has to be right and the influencer relationship has to be believable.

	•An influencer only matters and makes sense for the brand if they possess the ability to be attached to or engaged with the brand’s story in a real and relatable way.

	•The best influencer relationships are built on integration, alignment, and shared values. Brands need to look beyond the number of followers an influencer has and consider their authenticity before anything else.

	•The opportunity to step up and be an influencer, to impact a brand’s story and create change, is open to everyone.
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I'm giving 1 star because of the cheap management and
customer service. | heard the food was very good so | went
totry. Me and the BF got the calamari, spaghet alle
vongole, and gnocehi. All were very delicious.

I was actually so impressed that when the manager came
1o ask us how everything tasted | told her it was some of the
best Italian food Ive had and | told her Im going to post
about it on Instagram where | have over 11 thousand
followers and a lot of them are in the area. She seemed
very happy about t.

I was wrong. | thought that she would be greatful for the
free advertising but when the check came there was literally
no discount at all. | thought at least one of the entrees
would be taken off but they didnt even take off the calamari
or even the drinks!

1 wont go back here because of this. Which is a shame
because the food was very good. The manager needs to
understand how to treat customers.





