
		
			Marketing for Leaders

			[image: Title page for Marketing for Leaders by Meredith Dennis, Veronica “Niki” Fielding,  Sacha Awwa, Beth Ford, Laura Merritt,  Jeanna Valenti, Dr. Dave Rodgers, Shelby Jo Long,&#xa;Kimberly A. Kayler, Dr. Matt Markel, Josh Lyons, Dan Vega]

		

	
		
			Introduction

			We’ve all done it. An online ad or news post caught our attention and, for a split second—until we recognized it as a bot or a deep fake—we believed it. Even “real” products can be misleading. About a year ago, I subscribed to a basic online teleprompter program that had good reviews and worked well at first. Still, when a problem came up, there was no response to repeated emails requesting support. A few months before my subscription expired, the program vanished.

			That’s the world we live in today—fast-moving, unpredictable, and shaped by online tools and platforms that evolve faster than most of us can track. Leaders must make decisions in real time, often without complete information, while customers, employees, and stakeholders grapple with relentless information overload. For small- and mid-sized business owners and entrepreneurs—those balancing limited resources, tight timelines, and a constant flow of operational demands—the challenge is especially intense.

			Marketing for Leaders, the third volume in the For Leaders anthology series, enters this environment with a clear purpose. It does not offer a single formula, a prescriptive framework, or a universal strategy. Instead, it gathers insights from contributors who are deeply attuned to marketing’s nuances. Their vantage points span Fortune 500 leadership, crisis communication, identity- and presence-centered leadership, strategic marketing, entrepreneurship, creative strategy, academia, and cultural storytelling. This diversity is intentional. Together, these voices reflect the real breadth of what modern marketing requires.

			Despite the differences in approach, one truth emerges again and again: Effective communication begins with who you are, not just what you do. In a world saturated with content, audiences respond to clarity, emotional resonance, and values they can believe in. Recent research reinforces this reality:

			
					Seventy-one percent of consumers doubt that brands will follow through on what they promise.1

					Eighty-two percent seek brands that align with their personal values.2

					Eighty-six percent say emotional needs influence their buying decisions.3

					More than half of consumers are willing to switch to a competitor after just one negative or impersonal experience.4

			

			These numbers underscore the challenge for leaders of small and mid-sized organizations: Trust is fragile, choices are abundant, and audiences are increasingly skilled at filtering out anything that feels insincere. The path forward isn’t louder messaging or more aggressive tactics; instead, it’s communication rooted in credibility, empathy, and identity.

			As an editor and communicator, I’ve seen how difficult it can be for leaders to articulate who they are in a crowded digital world. Yet it is precisely this work that sets lasting brands apart. Leaders who communicate with clarity and integrity build relationships that endure beyond any single platform, campaign, or trend.

			The contributors to Marketing for Leaders illuminate this truth from many angles. Some offer research-driven insights; others draw from crisis-tested leadership and moments of personal transformation—experiences that reshaped how they understand communication and influence. Each chapter stands alone, and together they reveal a shared understanding: Marketing is relational work. It demands presence, self-awareness, and the courage to lead with values—especially in small and mid-sized organizations where leaders cannot disappear behind departments or hierarchy.

			You do not need to read this anthology in order. Begin wherever interest pulls you—whether you’re addressing a mindset shift, seeking clarity, responding to a crisis, strengthening your foundation, or refining your structure. Let the contributors meet you where you are.

			As you move through the pages, you may notice a common theme: Marketing is not simply a set of tactics. It is a discipline grounded in how well you understand people—your customers, your teams, and yourself. Strategy and execution matter, of course. However, enduring marketing grows from emotional honesty, clear identity, organizational alignment, and communication that reflects who you truly are.

			In a digital environment crowded with competing messages and manufactured personas, the brands that endure are the ones that communicate—and behave—in ways their audiences can trust. That work begins with you—but you aren’t alone. The insights ahead offer guidance and practical pathways you can adapt to your leadership style, business size, and marketing needs.

			Wherever you start, my invitation is simple: Explore with curiosity. Let these voices accompany you as you build relationships, make decisions, and shape the future of your brand with clarity and integrity in a world that depends on both.

			Deborah Froese

			Executive Editor

			Indigo River Publishing

			April 26, 2026

			

			
				
						1 Chris Kelly, “Study: 71% of Consumers Tire of Empty Promises, Spurring ‘Age of Cynicism,’” Marketing Dive, May 25, 2021, https://www.marketingdive.com/news/study 71 of consumers tire of empty promises spurring age of cynicism/600774/.
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			Chapter 9

			Three Phases That Fuel Growth

			Sacha Awwa

			Providing your roadmap to a marketing machine that works

			Picture this: You’re a business owner who’s mastered your craft. You’re the backbone of your community, creating jobs, driving innovation, and fueling opportunity. You’ve created something remarkable, a product or service that genuinely fills a market gap, but when it comes to marketing, you feel trapped in a maze. You may use word-of-mouth marketing, but you’re not sure how to do more.

			One of my clients, a wellness entrepreneur, had a thriving in-person practice but couldn’t translate their expertise into digital growth. It’s not like they were short on skill or passion—they just needed a roadmap to turn their story into strategy.

			You’re surrounded by conflicting advice and endless options, especially with ever-expanding technologies like artificial intelligence (AI). Expensive solutions don’t always deliver. Social media, email campaigns, and search engine optimization (SEO) all matter, but without a clear understanding of how to connect with your customers, even the best specialist can only take you so far. You simply cannot hyperfocus on one piece of the marketing cycle.

			A New Approach to Marketing

			Marketing is often portrayed as a straightforward journey: Start here, end there, and success will follow. But marketing is not linear. It’s dynamic and ever-changing. Businesses naturally go through cycles—highs, lows, and moments of uncertainty.

			Remember COVID-19?

			COVID proved that marketing isn’t a line item—it’s an investment. Instead of cutting it when times get tough, scale it back and get creative. One legal firm I worked with reignited business simply by calling past clients to ask how they were doing. That simple, human gesture reminded me that true marketing power lies in presence and care—especially when budgets are tight.

			At its core, marketing is relationship science—an ongoing conversation between you and your audience. And like any relationship, it’s cyclical. Whether you’re just starting out, scaling up, or pivoting in response to new challenges, my 3Ps method keeps you grounded in what matters most: your goals, your audience, and your ability to adapt.

			
					Prepare: Put down your marketing foundation, the baseline to build from.

					Propel: Build out your strategy so you can get to market, ready to evaluate and learn.

					Perfect: Execute and refine what’s working and what’s not by reviewing the wealth of data coming your way from protocols established in Phase Two.

			

			Figure 9.1: Three Phases of Marketing

			Understanding these foundational steps empowers you to make better choices. The goal isn’t to turn you into a marketing expert. You already have enough on your plate mastering your business. You don’t need to get into the weeds of marketing. Instead, I want to help you think about marketing from a high-level perspective while saving your energy and focus for being the entrepreneur you are.

			Let’s walk through these three phrases so you can build a sustainable foundation for your business, one phase at a time.

			Phase One: Prepare 

			You’ll notice this phase is longer and more involved than Phases Two and Three—and that’s intentional. Think of it like building a house. The foundation demands the greatest care: precise planning, accuracy, and attention to detail. Rush through it or skip steps, and you’ll destabilize everything constructed on top.

			The same principle applies here. Phase One is where you define who you are, who you’re talking to, what makes you different, and why anyone should care. These aren’t small questions, and they don’t have quick answers. Getting them right requires deep exploration, honest introspection, and strategic thinking.

			Once this foundation is solid, though, Phases Two and Three move much faster. You’ll have clarity. You’ll have direction. And most importantly, you’ll have confidence in every marketing decision you make because it’s all built on something sturdy.

			So yes, Phase One demands more from you—more time, more thought, more detail. But it’s also where the real transformation happens, so stick with it. The work you put in here will pay dividends in every phase that follows.

			Whether you’re just beginning your marketing journey or have been in business for years, Phase One is your starting point—or your opportunity to revisit and strengthen the foundations you’ve already built. It’s especially valuable when launching a new product or service or when your business growth starts to plateau. When marketing stops supporting growth, it’s time to cycle back to Phase One. In this case, Phase One becomes an audit—a chance to evaluate your current strategies and pinpoint adjustments to get back on track. It’s an opportunity to revisit your foundational elements to ensure they’re still aligned with your goals and the needs of your audience. 

			Revisit Phase One as markets shift and your audience evolves to ensure your messaging remains relevant, aligned with current trends, and capable of cutting through the noise to connect with your customers—while staying ahead of competitors.

			Let’s take a closer look at the Phase One building blocks.

			Align with Company Objectives

			I once worked with a “software as a service” (SaaS) company whose leadership team was laser-focused on retaining and upselling their existing client base, even though they knew their churn rate was the real problem (churn rate is the percentage of customers who stop using the service). Meanwhile, their marketing team poured budget into lead generation campaigns aimed at acquiring new customers.

			Six months in, they were attracting plenty of new leads—and losing them just as quickly, like trying to fill a leaky bucket. That resulted in wasted resources, a frustrated sales team, and existing clients who felt neglected.

			Once we aligned marketing with the actual business goal—customer retention—everything shifted. We redirected efforts toward client success content, loyalty programs, and personalized check-ins with at-risk accounts. Churn dropped, upsells increased, and ironically, those happy clients became their best source of new business through referrals.

			Same budget, completely different outcome, all because marketing finally aligned with what the company needed to achieve. Your marketing dollars go further when your entire business runs smoothly. Sales, service, operations, and marketing must work together because if one part fails, the whole system feels it.

			Why You Must Establish a Budget

			Let’s be honest. Most businesses treat their marketing budget like a guessing game. They either throw money at whatever’s trending, copy what their competitors are doing, or worse, pick a number that “feels right” and hope it works out.

			Here’s the problem with that approach: Without a clearly defined budget tied to an actual strategy, you’re not investing in marketing. You’re gambling with it. One month you’re spending $10K on social ads because a podcast guru said to. The next month it’s $5K on influencer partnerships because your competitor tried it. Six months later, you have no idea what actually drove revenue. Instead, you’re stuck with a pile of invoices and a vague sense that “something” must be working.

			Your marketing budget isn’t just about how much you spend. It’s about how intentionally you spend it, where you allocate resources, and whether those resources are working toward measurable outcomes. A well-defined budget gives you control, clarity, and the ability to make smart decisions when things inevitably shift.

			Three Focal Points for Budgeting

			
					Keep your business goals in mind. Your budget should reflect what you’re trying to accomplish. If your goal is brand awareness, you’ll allocate funds differently than if you’re focused on lead generation or customer retention. Don’t let shiny tactics distract you. Every dollar should support a specific objective that moves the business forward.

					Know where to find your audience. Stop spreading yourself thin across every platform just because you think you “should” be there. Focus your budget on the channels where your audience is most actively engaged. It’s better to dominate two channels than to be mediocre on ten. Do the research, test, learn, and double down on what works.

					Include room to adapt and experiment. Marketing isn’t static, and your budget shouldn’t be either. Reserve a portion of it for testing new ideas, responding to unexpected opportunities, or pivoting when something isn’t working. Even a 10 to 15 percent allocation will do. The businesses that win are the ones that can adapt without having to beg for budget every time the market shifts.

			

			Bottom line: Your marketing budget is a tool, not a constraint. Define it with intention, tie it to strategy, and give yourself the flexibility to evolve. That’s how you protect your investment and maximize every dollar you spend.

			Establish Your Brand’s Framework

			Your brand’s framework points to its personality and how it behaves in the world. To determine exactly what that is, address each of the 4Ws:

			Why You Do What You Do

			This is your purpose, rooted in your origin story. Why did you start your business? What problem compelled you to act? What keeps you going when things get tough?

			Patagonia exists to protect the planet through environmental activism and sustainable business practices. Apple challenges the status quo and empowers creativity through innovation and design. HubSpot focuses on helping businesses grow ethically by creating genuine value and lasting connections.

			Your why makes your business human and relatable—it’s the emotional connection that turns customers into believers. People don’t just buy what you do; they buy why you do it. And when that why is clear and authentic, it resonates more deeply than any ad ever could.

			What You Do

			Get specific about your products and services. What exactly do you offer, and what do customers truly experience by using it? Don’t just describe features, define the transformation. The gym Equinox doesn’t sell memberships; it sells confidence and health. Slack, a software company, doesn’t sell code; it sells time saved and problems solved. Know what you’re really offering, because that’s what your marketing must communicate.

			The Way You Do It

			How do you stand out from the competition? What do you do differently or better? What unique angle or approach sets you apart? This isn’t about being everything to everyone; it’s about owning what makes you distinctly you. Whether it’s your process, service, values, or results, it should be clear, defensible, and woven into everything you do.

			Who You Do It For

			Once you’ve identified what sets you apart, focus on the people you serve. Define your ideal customer—the ones who most need what you offer and are ready to benefit from it. What motivates them? What challenges hold them back? Your why exists because there’s someone to serve. Understanding who that is ensures your message hits home. When you know their goals and pain points, every product, service, and communication becomes more relevant and effective.

			Craft a Detailed Customer Profile

			Many businesses think they know their customers but rely on surface-level assumptions. Real insight comes from understanding the values, frustrations, and desires that drive their decisions. Listen closely, and you’ll discover opportunities others miss.

			I worked with a freemium sample box company that was stuck at $4.2 million in subscription revenue. They had a brilliant model: partnering with major consumer packaged goods (CPG) brands to get products directly into the hands of consumers who had filled out detailed preference forms. Those forms had twenty-five different data fields covering everything from dietary restrictions and lifestyle habits to product preferences. Big brands paid to reach these highly qualified consumers, and subscribers got free samples tailored to their profiles.

			The product-market fit was there, and the data infrastructure was impressive, but growth had flatlined. Because their marketing budget was practically nonexistent, conventional wisdom would suggest pouring money into ads to acquire more subscribers. However, when we analyzed their customer journey, we discovered something critical. They weren’t losing potential subscribers because of low awareness or interest. They were losing them because of poor customer service during the onboarding and delivery process.

			Subscribers would sign up, excited about personalized samples, but then hit roadblocks that included questions about their profile, confusion about shipping, and concerns about product ingredients—and they couldn’t get timely answers. Without support, they quietly unsubscribed before experiencing the full value of the service.

			The insight was clear. For a freemium model built on personalization and trust, customer service wasn’t a cost center; it was the growth engine. So instead of spending money on acquisition, we invested in retention and experience. We hired six stay-at-home moms who brought empathy, patience, and genuine problem-solving skills to every interaction. They didn’t just answer tickets, they guided subscribers through questions, flagged common friction points, and turned hesitant trial users into brand advocates who told their friends.

			The result? We grew from $4.2 million to $6 million in subscribers in under a year—a 43 percent increase—without traditional marketing spend. Why? Because we stopped assuming what subscribers needed and started listening to what they were actually telling us through their behavior and support inquiries.

			This lesson still holds true today: McKinsey & Company research shows that 71 percent of consumers expect companies to deliver personalized interactions, and 76 percent get frustrated when this doesn’t happen.1 When you get customer profiling right, your marketing actually resonates—because you’re speaking to real needs, not assumptions.

			•

			Marketing only feels complicated when you haven’t done the groundwork. With your foundation in place, you’re ready to bring it to life, translating clarity into movement through strategy and systems with the second phase of the 3Ps cycle.

			Phase Two: Propel 

			Now it’s time to roll up your sleeves and create the systems and strategy you need to reach your market. Here’s where you establish your online presence, set data metrics to track achievements through your martech stack—marketing technology tools—and assign clear responsibilities to your team. Together, these elements build your go-to-market (GTM) strategy for a successful market debut.

			Establish Your Online Presence

			Your website is a living, breathing platform, an essential part of your business that requires constant attention. Every page should be carefully developed and optimized for organic SEO, the foundation of effective marketing.

			I worked with a medical health and wellness center that had plateaued in patient acquisition despite spending heavily on paid ads and local sponsorships. When we analyzed how their best patients found them, we discovered organic search was the key. People weren’t impulse-clicking ads for healthcare. Instead, they researched symptoms, treatment options, and local service providers.

			With that knowledge in hand, we optimized the center’s website for SEO, focusing on the exact questions potential patients asked in their searches. Unlike paid ads that stop the moment you stop paying, SEO is the gift that keeps on giving, the one marketing channel that consistently supports growth. It drove qualified patient inquiries to the center month after month.

			Here’s something to keep in mind: A website is never done. Sure, it’s “done for now” when you launch, but then the real work begins: tracking metrics so you can learn how to optimize the customer journey and lead visitors toward the action you want them to take. This is why closely analyzing marketing pages—like landing pages for specific campaigns—will help you know the most effective strategies before you update your main site. Test, learn, optimize. Rinse and repeat. That’s how you turn a website into a high-performing marketing asset.

			Create Your Martech Stack

			Once your website and social media clearly convey the brand narrative you created in Phase One, use your martech stack to connect every piece of the system and enable data collection so you can monitor your results from the start.

			A martech stack is the collection of tools that manage your marketing—from nurturing relationships and automating emails to tracking performance and optimizing content. Your martech might include a customer relationship management (CRM) system, an email platform, social media tools for planning and scheduling, and analytics software.

			These tools shouldn’t just function as separate software platforms; they need to work together as one ecosystem that captures, analyzes, and interprets data from every touchpoint. You don’t need a large stack to be effective, just the right tools working in sync to track a visitor’s journey from signup to sale and everything in between.

			Marketing technology integration isn’t just convenient; it directly impacts your bottom line. According to the Fall 2024 CMO Survey, a partnership between Deloitte, Duke University, and the American Marketing Association, 86 percent of companies now use marketing technology tools.2 However, there’s a critical gap: These same companies report using only 43 percent of their martech tools to their full potential.3

			This underscores a crucial point: Having the technology isn’t enough. Companies that effectively integrate their marketing technology ecosystems and use data to drive decisions see tangible results. Research from McKinsey & Company shows that organizations taking a data-centered approach to marketing experience 15 to 20 percent higher return on investment (ROI).4 The difference between companies that see ROI and those that don’t comes down to execution: connecting your tools, eliminating data silos, and actually using the insights your technology generates.

			Assign Responsibilities to Your Team

			Create a simple responsibility matrix outlining ownership of content creation, design, scheduling, analytics, customer engagement, and timeline management. Clear role assignment prevents overlap, closes gaps, and ensures accountability so execution stays efficient, and nothing falls through the cracks. Whether you’re working with an internal team or external partners, each team member should know exactly what they are responsible for.

			Build Your GTM Strategy

			Establish a powerful GTM strategy to serve as your battle plan, your playbook, your secret sauce. It enables rapid A/B testing—comparison testing—across messaging, landing pages, content, and creative to reveal what resonates with your audience and what doesn’t. Testing and flexibility, combined with a budget line for adaptation and experimentation, fine-tunes your strategy to stay connected with and serve your clients.

			McKinsey & Company research shows that average product launch failure rates are over 40 percent across all industries,5 while Harvard Business School professor Clayton Christensen found that 95 percent of newly launched products fail.6 The difference between success and failure isn’t the product itself. It’s having a battle-tested strategy that allows you to test, learn, and pivot quickly based on what the market is actually telling you.

			•

			With your systems humming and your GTM strategy in motion, it’s time to use your data to sharpen performance and scale results in the final phase of the 3Ps.

			Phase Three: Perfect 

			In Phase Three, precision replaces guesswork, and data turns decisions into growth. You began evaluating metrics the moment your marketing strategy launched in Phase Two, but testing doesn’t stop there. Continuous analysis keeps your marketing sharp and responsive.

			Think of data as your modern-day crystal ball. It won’t predict the future, but it can show you where to focus, what to improve, and how to stay ahead. The insights from your martech stack become your playbook, guiding smarter decisions, sharper strategies, and stronger outcomes. At this stage, you’re not reacting to the market anymore; you’re anticipating it. You’re not just competing—you’re leading.

			Use the following five steps to master Phase Three:

			Step 1: Establish Your Baseline Metrics

			Before you can optimize anything, you need to know where you’re starting from. Identify your key performance indicators (KPIs) across every channel—website conversion rates, email open rates, ad click-through rates, customer acquisition cost, lifetime value, and so on. This becomes your benchmark. You can’t improve what you don’t measure.

			Step 2: Run Systematic A/B Tests

			This is where trial and error becomes strategic experimentation. Don’t just guess what will work—test it. Evaluate your headlines, your calls-to-action, your landing page layouts, your email subject lines, your ad creative, and your pricing pages.

			But here’s the key: Test one variable at a time so you know what’s driving the change.

			For example, an e-commerce company assessed two different product page layouts. Version A had the “Add to Cart” button above the fold. Version B placed it below product details. Version A increased conversions by 17 percent simply because customers didn’t have to scroll to act. That one test generated an additional $2.3 million in annual revenue.

			Step 3: Use Predictive Analytics to Stay Ahead

			Once you have enough data, you can start predicting what will happen next. Which customers are most likely to churn? Which leads are most likely to convert? Which products should you promote to which segments? Predictive modeling helps you allocate resources where they’ll have the biggest impact.

			Companies using predictive analytics in their marketing see an average ROI improvement of 15–20 percent.7 That’s not because they have magic data; it’s because they’re using the data they already have to make smarter decisions about where to invest their time and money.

			Step 4: Optimize Budget Allocation Based on Performance

			Here’s where data-driven decision-making really pays off. Look at which channels are driving results, not just activity. If your LinkedIn ads are generating leads at $50 each while your Google Ads are costing $200 per lead, reallocate your budget accordingly. It sounds obvious, but most companies keep funding underperforming channels out of habit or gut feeling.

			One B2B SaaS company analyzed its marketing expenditure and discovered that 60 percent of its qualified leads came from just two channels, which received only 30 percent of its budget. They reallocated accordingly and saw their cost per acquisition drop by 40 percent within three months—the same budget, better results.

			Step 5: Create Feedback Loops that Inform Strategy

			Data isn’t just for reporting—it should actively inform your next moves. Set up regular reviews (weekly for paid campaigns, monthly for broader strategy) where you analyze what’s working, what’s not, and what you’re going to do differently. Make this a nonnegotiable part of your process.

			•

			In Phase Three, data guides every decision. By continually refining your approach, marketing becomes precise, efficient, and profitable, turning insight into impact and every dollar into measurable growth.

			Keep the Momentum Going!

			As a business owner, your time and energy are already stretched thin. You’re

			
			
			
					Prepare by setting your foundation. Align your goals, define your brand, and understand your audience.

					Propel by putting your strategy into motion. Build visibility, test ideas, and keep learning from what works.

					Perfect by refining based on real results. Let data guide you, not overwhelm you.
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