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Additional Praise for
The
Anatomy
of Buzz Revisited


“Rosen's new edition with twelve new chapters (out of twenty-four) makes it the best contemporary guide to understanding and using buzz.”

—Philip Kotler, S.C. Johnson & Son Professor of International Marketing, Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern University




“This is one book worth talking about. Emanuel Rosen is one of the pioneers in the word-of-mouth marketing space. From the launch of the original Xbox to the recent release of blockbuster video games like Halo 3, you can see Rosen's influence in our customer interactions, especially with the active online community. In The Anatomy of Buzz Revisited, Rosen sticks to the core principles of his first book while substantially updating them to reflect the changes that have taken place online. The book's concrete examples will offer solid ideas to any marketer.”

—John Porcaro, director, customer and community relationship marketing, Microsoft Interactive Entertainment Business




“Way beyond a revision, the book provides fresh insights and vivid case studies into how buzz is created and harnessed to propel business strategies.”

—David Aaker, vice chairman, Prophet; author of Spanning Silos




“I'm sorry to say I can't recommend The Anatomy of Buzz as my top pick anymore. There's something better out there and it's called The Anatomy of Buzz Revisited. Like its predecessor, it's accessible, compelling, and is based on solid principles of how word of mouth works, but this book has been completely revamped to include fresh material, new topics, and the latest research.”

—Walter J. Carl, Ph.D., Northeastern University; founder, ChatThreads




“Before buzz had any buzz, Emanuel was onto it as the next big thing. The Anatomy of Buzz was a foundational book for our space, and now he does a perfect job building on all of those original concepts to present a state-of-the-art look at one of the most important societal factors of our time.”

—Jonathan Carson, president, international, Nielsen Online; cofounder, Nielsen BuzzMetrics




“The definitive handbook on word-of-mouth marketing, updated.”

—Paul Marsden, Ph.D., author of Connected Marketing; managing director, Clickadvisor




“This book is a true classic—the first book you should read if you want to really understand viral, buzz, and word of mouth.”

—Andy Sernovitz, author of Word of Mouth Marketing: How Smart Companies Get People Talking




“When I first read The Anatomy of Buzz,I found myself longing for more … and now I finally have it. In this long awaited update to his classic marketing text, Emanuel takes you deeper inside the idea of buzz and what makes a product or idea contagious.”

—Rohit Bhargava, senior vice president of marketing, Ogilvy; author ofPersonality Not Included




“When it was published, The Anatomy of Buzz was extremely advanced in analyzing how some surprising activities seemed to work better than marketing as we had previously understood it. Eight years later The Anatomy of Buzz Revisited takes some of the best examples from the original book and weaves them together in a broader and richer context. Buzz has pushed new boundaries and raised fresh ethical questions about deception. It is more important than before that we understand this powerful force and use it, as one of several core tools in our toolbox, to build brands responsibly.”

—Jim McDowell, chief motorer, MINI USA




“As a word-of-mouth junkie I read everything I can find on the topic and I can honestly say that this book is the most comprehensive. The stories are fun and fascinating, the research is complete and compelling, and the balance of theory and application gives people everything they need to ignite, encourage, and measure powerful word-of-mouth campaigns.”

—Greg Stielstra, author of PyroMarketing and Faith-Based Marketing




“A true word-of-mouth marketer himself, Emanuel Rosen collaborated with his readers over the eight years since The Anatomy of Buzz. His revised effort drills deeply into both the HOW and WHY of word-of-mouth. As with the original book, Rosen once again authors the quintessential word-of-mouth text.”

—Stuart Sheldon, president, Escalate Marketing LLC-Atlanta Division; former director of brand activation at Coca-Cola North America




“Emanuel Rosen's update to The Anatomy of Buzz is truly a gem. With an easy to read style and wonderful examples to make it come to life, Rosen tells us what we need to know about why word of mouth is such a powerful force, and what savvy marketers can do to tap it.”

—Ed Keller, CEO, The Keller Fay Group and author, The Influentials







Praise
for the
first edition


“Readable, intelligent, grounded, and, most important, useful. Check it out.”

—Paco Underhill, author of Why We Buy




“Finally, here's a book that explains the phenomenon and shows how companies actually stimulate their customers to spread the word.”

—Geoffrey A. Moore, author of Crossing the Chasm




“A fascinating look at the nature of interpersonal networks and how they can be activated. I cannot remember being so influenced by a book in the past several years.”

—Professor Everett M. Rogers, author of Diffusion of Innovations
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Introduction to This Edition
(and a History of Its Title)          

I started working on this book around 1993. I wrote a seventy-page draft and even came up with a title, Start Spreading the News. But at the time I was too busy marketing End-Note (a reference tool for researchers that our company developed) to go any further, so I put it to the side. Five years passed before I started rewriting the draft under a new title, which I really liked: The Invisible Networks.

In March 1998, with enough free time to work on this book, I flew to Albuquerque, New Mexico, to meet Everett Rogers, the author of Diffusion of Innovations, a book that had influenced me profoundly. We spoke for a couple of hours. Rogers didn't say much about my title. Otherwise, he was extremely supportive and generous and even offered to write a foreword.

Six months after our initial meeting, I met Rogers at the annual meeting of the International Communication Association in Jerusalem. Over coffee, he asked, “What's the title of your book again?”

“The Invisible Networks,” I said.

“You're really writing about buzz. That's a good title for a book: Buzz,” Rogers replied.

But I didn't like the word “buzz.” I told him I thought it was too glitzy.

A couple of months later I sent a book proposal to an agent named Daniel Greenberg. He loved the proposal, but didn't like the title The Invisible Networks—he said it sounded like a book about Cisco. “You're really writing about buzz,” Daniel told me on the phone.

The following day I called him with a new title—The Anatomy of Buzz.

After working on that first edition for another year, I saw that Everett Rogers and Daniel Greenberg were right—I was writing about buzz. Not buzz as in the latest news about Paris Hilton, but buzz as in the hum of everything that we tell each other about products, movies, people, books, ideas.

The book was published in October 2000. I've spent the past eight years writing drafts of two other books that I plan on finishing one day. But again and again I've found myself drawn back to buzz. I've given lectures on buzz, participated in panels about buzz. The more time passed, the more I liked the sound of the word “buzz.”

Then, one day in 2007, the idea of publishing an updated edition arose. There have been many new studies and findings about the subject, and everyone involved felt that an updated edition was a good idea. When I first began the revisions, I thought I could probably finish them in a couple of months. A year later, I'm sitting here writing this intro.

What's new in this edition? First, lots of examples and research from the trenches. While I was desperately searching for case studies in writing the first edition, I had the opposite problem in writing this one—too much to choose from. The new examples and studies made me focus on concepts that I ignored (or almost ignored) in the first edition, such as the need to measure buzz, storytelling, the power of participation, ethical issues, conversation hooks, secondhand buzz, and visual buzz.

I also removed a lot of stuff. As I was talking to people, I developed a sense that few readers today need to be convinced of the importance of network thinking, online buzz, and word-of-mouth marketing in general. So you'll find less about why these concepts are important and more about how they are being used in the field.

The result wasn't what I expected when I started. Of the twenty-four chapters in the new manuscript, twelve are completely new (chapters 1-6, 13, 15-17, 19-20), only two have been largely untouched (chapters 9-10), and the rest fall somewhere in the middle.

So now that we had a new book, we had to find a new title …

I originally believed that The Anatomy of Buzz, Second Edition would suffice. But some people felt differently, and after some more thought I realized that they had a good point: this book is not simply a second edition. So we tossed around a number of ideas: The New Anatomy of Buzz, Bride of the Anatomy of Buzz, Anatomy of Buzz 2: Electric Boogaloo. We finally settled on The Anatomy of Buzz Revisited, which I think reflects exactly what this book is all about.

Everett Rogers is no longer here to tell me what he thinks about the new title. In the summer of 2004, I met him for the last time in Albuquerque. Lying on the sofa in his living room, he gave me a lecture on the economic development of New Mexico, a state that he loved and called home. He passed away in October 2004.

Remembering Everett Rogers should help us put things in perspective. There is a lot that is new in the word-of-mouth landscape, but the basic human behavior that Ev understood so well has not changed. Flipping through old editions of his book Diffusion of Innovations, I read so many insights that he and other researchers in the field saw years ahead of the rest of us.

Thinking about Everett Rogers should also remind us that, like any other tool, the communication methods discussed in this book can be used in many different ways and for different purposes. Everett Rogers dedicated his life to studying how positive change could be promoted in society. He wrote about communication methods for fighting AIDS and the diffusion of new technologies and new agricultural innovations in developing countries. I truly hope that this book will be used for promoting ideas, programs, and products that are similarly useful or valuable.

Emanuel Rosen

Menlo Park, California

June 2008





-Who can turn down free ice cream!?!?

-I'm so gonna eat B&J tomorrow, yo!

-I will celebrate this holy day to the

best of my ability.

—Facebook members buzzing in anticipation for Ben & Jerry's Free Cone Day



Trigger

[image: ]During the first few days of October 2004, Amy Rathke told everyone she met about the semester she had spent in Baja with the National Outdoor Leadership School. A senior at Willamette University in Salem, Oregon, she told her classmates about the spectacular views of ocean vistas. She told people at the dorm about climbing rocky canyons. She told her crew teammates about camping on beaches. She told the Willamette newspaper that they ought to write about the outdoor leadership school, known by its graduates as NOLS.

This is the foundation of buzz: in order to get people talking about your product or service, you must provide a great experience. And Amy Rathke had an undeniably great experience with NOLS.

But here's the interesting thing. Amy Rathke took her NOLS course in the fall of 2003, an entire year before that week in October 2004. If you were to plot on a graph how much she talked about NOLS in the months that followed her trip, you would see a very high level of talk right after she got back from Baja, followed by a little less talk with each month that passed, until gradually it tapered off. And then in early October you would see the line shooting up again and peaking on October 6, 2004.

What made her suddenly create so much buzz?

Before I go on, I need to define one term that will be used a lot in this book—”buzz.” Some people think buzz is complicated and mysterious, but what I'm talking about is actually quite simple: person-to-person communication about someone or something. It can involve anything from computers to cars, movie stars to mobile phones. The basic building block of buzz is a comment. It can be transmitted through face-to-face or phone conversations, instant messaging, e-mail, blogs, or some other method of communication that someone is developing in his or her garage as you're reading this book. Some people use the word “buzz” to describe a spike in word of mouth—when something is talked about for a short period of time. In this book “buzz” refers to all the person-to-person communication—every thing that is communicated verbally and visually—among current, previous, or potential customers.

Some buzz randomly springs up among people as part of their social interactions, and I'll discuss this kind of small talk later in the book. But I'm more interested in buzz that is not random— buzz that is triggered by something that a company does. In Amy Rathke's case, that trigger was a bus.

Tootsie

Bruce Palmer was never too happy with the way many potential students first encountered NOLS. As the director of admissions and marketing for NOLS, he always felt that a bunch of glossy brochures on top of a table don't do justice to the school, which is all about being active in the wilderness. The idea of a road show percolated in his mind for a while. At one point he even started writing a plan involving a bus that would tour the country, spreading the word about the school. But that plan stayed on his hard drive, because it contradicted a fundamental value of the school—being environmentally responsible.

Then one day in 2003, two grads from a recent course, Lind-sey Corbin and Logan Duran, visited NOLS headquarters in Lander, Wyoming, in an old school bus that had been converted to run on recycled vegetable oil. They were traveling from Middle-bury College in Vermont to Conway, Washington, where they were going to drop off Thomas Hand, a friend from school, at his NOLS course. Their bus looked like a quintessential “hippie mobile,” with a funky landscape scene painted on its exterior.

This wasn't exactly what Palmer had in mind, but as the students left, he and Brad Christensen, the school's Webmaster, looked at each other.

“You know, I think it would be kind of cool if we did something like that,” Christensen said.

“Yeah. This was the only piece that was missing from my plan,” Bruce Palmer replied.

The ideas started flowing. NOLS would get its own veggie bus, albeit one that looked a little more professional. It would have solar panels for electricity and a climbing wall on the side, and the crew who'd drive it would be trained to teach things like fly-fishing and wilderness medicine. Silk, the soy milk company, agreed to fund this project. Palmer and his team found a bus and tracked down someone who could convert it to run on recycled vegetable oil.

Soon the bus was on the road. The team called it Tootsie.

Running the bus requires constant scouting for vegetable oil. It's not hard to find used vegetable oil—almost any restaurant has it—but it is hard to find used vegetable oil that's good enough for Tootsie. Oil mixed with burger grease? Not so good. Oil with bacon juice? Sadly, no. Tootsie will only run on pure vegetable oil.

Seeking out this oil became a way of getting NOLS alumni talking. Alumni are notified before the bus visits their campus; sometimes they go along to find the oil and help filter it, a slimy and slippery job that always gives them something to tell friends back at the dorm: how the owner of this Chinese restaurant tried to talk them out of ruining a perfect engine, or how the entire staff of that restaurant came outside to take pictures. Back on campus, alumni often bring their friends to the bus to show them how it works—and to tell them about NOLS.

The bus's interior walls are decorated with a collage of alumni pictures. A photo of someone in climbing gear sticking the flag of Whitman College in the snow. Three young women in a boat and a scribbling in permanent pen: “Baja ‘03 La Tigrs.” There are pictures of people in meadows and mountains, white rapids and calm waters, deserts and forests, all with their own codes and little inside jokes, telling a story that you may not get, but you can see by the facial expressions of those who do that it is incredible. There's something real about these pictures. They are not neatly framed. They look like what's on your friend's dorm wall.

Sometimes an alum finds his picture on the wall that was sent in by somebody else from his group. This always triggers some talk: “This was awesome. It's at base camp. We had the best lunch ever.” And a story follows.

A man named Randy whom I met on the bus one day in upstate New York told me that back in 1984 he took some time off from college to do a spring semester in the Rockies with NOLS. He has fond memories of the school. Now, twenty-three years later, he brought his teenage daughter along to meet the NOLS folks. She's looking into taking a course too. Remarkably, Randy had been researching the possibility of getting a veggie-powered vehicle for about a year, and when he heard that NOLS had one, he felt yet another connection to the school and its goals.

NOLS grads really get into it. They put up posters all over campus. They go to nearby schools and talk to people. They send e-mails to groups that they belong to—the marching band or the chess club. On the day the bus arrives, grads don backcountry gear and huge backpacks, carry maps and compasses, and walk around campus to draw attention to themselves. They talk to people, hand out flyers, and chalk sidewalks pointing people to the bus.

Now back to Amy Rathke. Amy was too busy with classes and work on the day the bus visited Willamette to participate in any organized activities. She did stop by in the morning to say hi, though. And everywhere she went that day, she told people about the bus. “I was so excited to have the NOLS bus on campus,” she remembers. Later that day, as she walked to the commons to get some food, Ashley Lewis, who worked on the bus, waved her to come over.

“Hey, hey!”

Amy went over to the bus.

“Everyone who came by today came by because they said you sent them,” Ashley told Amy.

Tootsie triggers conversations. It reminds people of experiences they may have forgotten. Perhaps more important, the bus gives them an opportunity to talk about the school once again. It's not that Amy Rathke forgot about NOLS, but after she told all her friends about it, fewer and fewer occasions to talk about her experience presented themselves. Until Tootsie showed up.

Tootsie also turns heads on the street. One time a man who noticed the sign on the back of Tootsie announcing that it ran on vegetable oil followed the bus for one hundred miles on the way from Utah to Nevada because he had to know how. The bus, especially in its first couple of years, generated lots of media coverage too: eighty-five local TV news stories, twenty radio news stories, seventy-five newspaper stories, and features on CNN Radio, Fox TV, the Weather Channel, and CBS MarketWatch.

Is the bus the only way to generate buzz for NOLS? Of course not. About 80 percent of NOLS students hear about the school by word of mouth, which is largely fueled by students' experiences. But the bus starts conversations. Enrollment has been going up since Tootsie joined the marketing team, and Palmer believes that the bus has significantly increased the school's visibility, giving it further advantages when it comes to partnerships.

In the spring of 2007 in a parking lot in Charlotte, North Carolina, Tootsie encountered the grandfather of promotional vehicles, the Wienermobile. The excited bus crew posed next to the playful, hot-dog-shaped Oscar Mayer car.

The encounter reminds us that some aspects of word-of-mouth marketing are not new. The Wienermobile has been around since the 1930s and yet still garners excitement. Mollie Conway, who drove one in the 1980s, told American Demographics about people running up to the Wienermobile and kissing it. One lady chased it for a block and a half.

What would happen if every company had some touring vehicle? Let's hope this doesn't come to pass. My point is not that every company needs to have a veggie bus. It's an excellent example of the kind of initiative that triggers conversations and reminds people about your product, but it's certainly not the only one.

Bob Dylan

In the opening segment of Don't Look Back, a documentary about his 1965 UK tour, Bob Dylan stands in an alley in London, singing “Subterranean Homesick Blues” and dropping cue cards with key words from the song. When he drops the last card, he steps off-camera. Two people who were talking in the background throughout the song (poet Allen Ginsberg and singer-songwriter Bob Neuwirth) follow.

In 2007 Dylan made this clip available to the public. Anyone could type his or her own text on those cards and watch Dylan sing “Subterranean Homesick Blues” while dropping the cards with the new text. So instead of loaded words such as “basement,” “pavement,” “medicine,” or “government,” a fan can write something like “Hey, Mark! What's up? Remember the ten dollars you owe me? Cheers from Joe!” and Bob will drop those words as if they were his own. Following the ten cards filled out by the user, the last four cards advertised a new boxed set that was to be released on October 1, 2007.

If you're a Dylan fan and you see an ad on TV announcing a new boxed set, you'll make a mental note of it; it's even possible that you'll mention it to someone. But if you get a personalized video like this one from your friend Dave, it may prompt a different reaction. You always knew that you had a poem inside you, and wouldn't it be fun to write a few words yourself? (Surely it would be better than whatever Dave came up with.) Above all, it would look cool—all words look cool when the twenty-four-year-old Dylan throws them in the wind. Then you can e-mail them to a few friends from college, and to that girl from junior year. Wait, you'll write a special one for her … Over 250,000 customized messages were sent to friends, and these messages were viewed about 2.3 million times.

What makes this such a good trigger? A lot of things. First, the idea is brilliant: It lets Dylan fans personalize a classic. So is the execution. Consider the video's length, for example. The original is over two minutes long and includes sixty-four cue cards. This would have demanded a lot of the average person, so the creators cut it down to thirty seconds and ten cards. “It has to be easy,” says Owen Matthews, of ten4design, the London-based company that created the viral video. “People don't want to spend ages putting something together.” The best triggers are simple. All the work that went into this (the thirty-second video consists of about six hundred frames, and Matthews had to modify over four hundred of them manually) is invisible to the user, who simply types in a few words.

Not everyone liked it. Some people were simply opposed to any kind of viral marketing. Others were diehard Dylan fans who objected to the artist's involvement in such a blatant act of marketing. He'd already taken some heat for doing ads for Cadillac, Victoria's Secret, and other companies, but this video took things to a new level by allowing people to mess with the art itself. Someone told me it felt almost like Michelangelo encouraging people to climb up on the roof of the Sistine Chapel and stick their faces through holes where Adam's and God's faces had been.

But many others loved it. I sent this to a couple of friends who I knew were Dylan fans.

My cue cards asked them if they saw it and what they thought. One of them responded (through cards too): “Cool … Good to have Dylan to get us together …” Another one, the biggest Dylan fan that I know, wrote: “Oh, this is unbelievably cool!!!!!! Wow, I'm blown away. Thanks for sharing. It made my day.”

She also said that she would be sending it out to friends. In other words, the trigger worked.

Built-in Trigger

In the last months of 1999 you could hardly go to a school in the United States without seeing some stamp-sized photos posted on binders, skateboards, and lockers. My daughter Maya, who was in high school at the time, had a picture stuck on her school binder of her friend Caitlin and herself. “Everyone had them all over their binders,” Maya remembers.

In this case, visual buzz was critical. Those stickers served as visual comments that communicated a very specific message to kids about a new product called the i-Zone camera from Polaroid. In December 1999 the i-Zone became America's best-selling camera. Since then Polaroid has been swept away by a tsunami called digital photography, but our focus here is not on Polaroid's overall strategy but on how at a certain point in time it triggered buzz. In this respect, the i-Zone was a tremendous success, and not a coincidental one.

What triggered conversations among high school kids in this case were those stamp-sized photos. But in this case too, buzz didn't just happen by itself. It was the result of a series of design and marketing decisions. I'll focus here on just one. To understand the background for that decision we need to go back to 1997, a couple of years before the camera was released, to the busy streets of Tokyo.

Clifford P. Hall, Polaroid's general manager of new product development, was on a visit to Tokyo when he noticed a habit of local teenage girls. Two or three or even five of them would squeeze into a photo booth to take a picture. These photo booths, called purikura, were introduced in Japan in the mid-1990s and by 1997 could be seen everywhere. After the picture is taken, the machine prints a sheet with pictures that can be divided among the group. And, an important detail: The reverse can be peeled off, so you get not just a picture but a sticker.

“There were all these sticker booths everywhere,” says Sandra B. Lawrence, who at the time was vice president for new product and product planning at Polaroid and also frequently traveled to Japan. “And kids had stickers on everything—on their books, on their little photo albums, on their cell phones.”

Polaroid had been trying for years to bring young people back to instant photography. They knew that young people loved Polaroid partly because when they used the cameras, they could be a little naughtier than they could in pictures that needed to be developed by their parents. It was also clear to the company that social connection is an important driver of sales for teenagers— photographs are made to be shared. On their trips to Japan, the Polaroid executives saw how putting a bit of adhesive on the back of a photo takes this sharing thing to a totally different level. They started thinking about the camera not just as a photo camera but as a “sticker camera.”

Few success stories can be attributed to one element. The i-Zone's cool design, its pricing, the promotion at Wal-Mart— these and other factors all played a role in its success. But the decision to add adhesive material to the back of the stamp-sized pictures made all the difference in the world in terms of buzz. Now, each time one of these stickers came out of an i-Zone camera, it acted as a visual comment about the i-Zone and triggered a conversation about it.

A trigger is not necessarily something that you slap on as an afterthought. In fact, the best conversation triggers are built into the product itself.

“I Love EndNote”

On August 15, 2007, a blogger from Madison, Wisconsin, named K8 made a public confession about some strong feelings she harbored toward a piece of software: “I love EndNote.” She wrote, “This is serious love, although not quite on par with my love for shoes.” The following day, someone named jordynn posted a comment on K8's blog saying that EndNote indeed is a big help and that it had shaved months off of her dissertation writing time.

What prompted these comments? Here we come back to the deepest driver of buzz—the user experience. For nine years, while I was VP of marketing for Niles Software, the company that made EndNote, between 40 and 60 percent of our customers told us they first heard about EndNote not from advertising, not from an article, not from a dealer, but from another person. And there is no doubt in my mind that the main driver behind this word of mouth was the customer experience: the fact that the software solved a messy problem of compiling bibliographies, the way the software felt, how easy the software was to use, how fast our technical support people responded to questions. User experience is the foundation of word-of-mouth marketing.

Some people miss an important point here. This “customer experience” didn't happen by itself. It was the result of 1,001 small and big decisions. The outcome of many arguments and debates about the user interface. The result of many hiring and staffing decisions.

And throughout the years of marketing the product, we continually looked for ways to prompt additional conversations. Here's one example. When we introduced EndNote for Windows in 1995, we sent each user of EndNote for Macintosh one coupon that he or she could pass along to a colleague who used Windows. The coupon gave that person the opportunity to buy one copy of EndNote for $99. Our Macintosh users loved our software, and they knew that $99 was a great deal.

An acquaintance of mine who was the only PC user in a Mac environment told me that nine of her colleagues each gave her a coupon. Beyond just anecdotal evidence, we know that more than 20 percent of those coupons were redeemed. We triggered tens of thousands of conversations by making it easy for our customers to spread the word to their peers.

Here's how this idea works on a much larger scale. We all know about Ben & Jerry's Free Cone Day, a tradition that goes back to 1979. Once a year the company gives a free ice cream cone to anyone who walks into its stores. Now, if you give people free ice cream, of course they'll talk about it, but how can you trigger additional conversations? In April 2008, Ben & Jerry's put on Facebook a virtual ice cream cone which could be given as a gift to friends to remind them of the special day. Within hours, 500,000 Facebook users gave each other free ice cream cones! The virtual cones acted as conversation starters that drove people to the stores. As Katie O'Brien, who helped oversee the campaign for Ben & Jerry's, said, “We gave away 500,000 virtual cones, and in real life we gave away about a million.”

• • •

Some people like to say that word-of-mouth marketing can be summarized by one simple principle: Delight your customers and they will talk about you. This is certainly the foundation of good word-of-mouth marketing, but this principle doesn't fully explain the word of mouth that was created about NOLS, Dylan, i-Zone, EndNote, and Ben & Jerry's.

Over the past few years a whole industry has emerged around word-of-mouth marketing. In conferences and meetings I sometimes hear about the way to do it. But I think these few examples demonstrate that there's more than one way to trigger conversations. In the case of NOLS, buzz was triggered by a veggie bus. Dylan fans were triggered by an invitation to participate. Buzz about the i-Zone camera was triggered by a sticker. Some talk about EndNote was triggered by a coupon. Ben & Jerry's built buzz around a Facebook giveaway. In short, there are many ways to get people talking.



I haven't read this book, but judging
from the online reviews below, I don't
think it's a very good book.

—a reviewer on Amazon.com



“I Haven't Read
This Book,
but …”

[image: ] A couple of years ago I read an excellent book by Stanford professor Morris Fiorina called Culture War? I was intrigued by the concept of the book, which questioned the notion of a polarized America, and wanted to read more on the subject. So I started looking for books with a similar theme, and as I did, the review of one such book caught my attention. It wasn't the content of the review that piqued my interest but the fact that the reviewer gave the book three stars (out of five) although she openly admitted that she had not read it.

As someone who's gotten some three-star reviews, I can tell you that they aren't much fun. You work hard writing a book and someone tells you that the result is just … okay. At the same time, you know that this is that person's opinion and you totally respect it. But a three-star review from someone who hasn't even read your book?

I became curious about this, so I decided to check if this is a rare occurrence or a trend. Since Amazon enables searching within its reviews, I searched for the phrase “I haven't read the book,” and a new world was opened to me. One review I came across was written by a kid who was reviewing a book about fishing authored by his history teacher. “I haven't really read the book, but I don't have to,” the young critic said. “I think this book is really informative, and the pictures are pretty cool looking. You did an awesome job,” the kid wrote, congratulating his teacher, and he awarded him five stars.

A reviewer of a different book wrote: “This guy is my professor this semester”—again a teacher! “He seems to be a strict individual but not to a point of being unyielding. I trust that this book will be an engaging read.” This reader gave his professor's book three stars. Why three stars and not four or five or one? Somebody who reviewed The Truth (with jokes) by Al Franken gives us a peek into the decision process of readers who don't read: “I haven't read this book yet, but I'll give it four stars. It is probably good but probably not as good as Rush Limbaugh Is a Big Fat Idiot.”

Reading reviews by nonreaders became a bit of a hobby of mine, and I now have a small collection of them. I should note that the collection is minuscule in size when you compare it with the vast number of reviews on Amazon that are written by people who read the books they are reviewing. But this incident opened my mind to something more important—the link between consumer experience and word of mouth. How much buzz is based on experience and how much of it is not?

Robert East is a professor at Kingston University in London who has studied this phenomenon. For several years now, his students have been delivering surveys to people's homes or stopping people on street corners to ask them questions about the products and services they talk about. In studies that Dr. East conducted on word of mouth about cameras, leather goods, computers, and cell phones, he found that 30 percent of the negative word of mouth was about brands that had never been owned by the people who talked about them. So, for example, 33 percent of those who gave negative advice to a friend about a camera had never owned that brand of camera.

While at first I was a little shocked by these figures, after some thinking they made more sense to me. As we consider purchasing a product, we cannot help but form an opinion about it. Since it's impossible for one human being to read all books, for example, we use shortcuts such as reviews, comments from friends, and media appearances by the author to form some initial opinion about a book. There's nothing wrong with this, of course. The problem starts when we use these shortcuts to form an opinion that we then pass along as if we had had the experience. In this sense, the reviewers on Amazon who tell us that they have not read the book are being fair in that they honestly admit that they haven't had the experience.

But I think that most people would agree that there is something problematic with reviewing and rating a book without reading it, even if you disclose that fact. Why? In its purest form, word of mouth is a filtering mechanism that we use in order to find good products. In a society where every person recommends only products that he or she personally tried and liked, good products will quickly rise to the top. When people are using other considerations (such as “This guy is my teacher”) or simply relaying something that they heard, you get what can be best described as a buzz bubble, as depicted in another gem I found: “I haven't read this book, but judging from the online reviews below, I don't think it's a very good book” (one star).

What Can You Do about It All?

From a marketer's perspective, there is something scary about this phenomenon—that people who have never experienced your product or service (and maybe never will) are bad-mouthing it. What can a company do?

A good starting place is to look at different sources of buzz. In his book The Ultimate Question, Fred Reichheld classifies customers into two basic categories: promoters and detractors. Promoters are those who are extremely likely to recommend your company after some experience, and detractors are those who are not likely to do so. As East and others have shown, though, some word of mouth is generated by people who have never used your services, so I think it's useful to think about four groups of people: experience-based promoters (“I tried it. It's great”), experience-based detractors (“I tried it. It sucks”), secondhand promoters (“Jeff says it's great”), and secondhand detractors (“Joe says it sucks”).

Your main goal is to maximize the number of experience-based positive comments. Why? Because research shows that these comments are more likely to bring sales. And that's why some of the triggers that I described in the first chapter are so important—you create reminders so that people who had a positive experience with your brand talk about it more. This will not stop the secondhand detractors from talking, but it will reduce the percentage of their comments in the overall mix.

What about the secondhand promoters? Their ability to create sales is not as high as that of the experience-based promoters, but it is not insignificant. They should be triggered to keep spreading the word, and, equally important, to actually use the product.

Another critical strategy, which I explore in Chapter 6, is listening to negative word of mouth. By doing so you achieve two goals: first, you can find unhappy customers (experience-based detractors), solve their problem, and possibly turn them into promoters. Even more important, you may identify problems in your system that will allow you to improve the experience of future customers and reduce additional negative comments.

What can you do about people who never tried your product and still say bad things about it, those secondhand detractors? First, you should listen to them too. They may be repeating a valid complaint, thus helping you identify a problem that is fix-able. You can also try to find them and let them test the product, although this may be impractical in many cases. Perhaps the most important thing here is to build an immune system that will reduce the impact of their negative comments on the rest of your audience. There's a name for this immune system. It's called reputation, and it is affected by the consumer experience with your product and by what people have heard about you over the years. This is where advertising and public relations can help in setting the facts straight. Word-of-mouth marketing does not work in isolation.

The main point is this: A firm can and should be proactive about minimizing unjustified negative word of mouth and maximizing positive word of mouth. You can't afford to leave things to chance.

Positive or Negative?

Before you get too upset about people who badmouth your company without ever trying your product, you should know that recent research actually shows that most word of mouth is positive. The Keller Fay Group, for example, a marketing research firm that focuses on word of mouth, reports that 64 percent of conversations about brands are classified by their study's respondents as “mostly positive,” a figure that is eight times higher than the 8 percent who classify the conversations as “mostly negative.”

Why? One explanation is that negative word of mouth tends to suffocate itself. Dr. Barak Libai from Tel Aviv University explains that a product that typically generates negative word of mouth gradually limits its own potential to spread. An extreme example of this can be found in the case of Momenta, a computer that was introduced in the early 1990s. People who tried the new computer didn't like it and told their friends to avoid it. Those people followed their friends' advice. Some of them relayed the negative word of mouth to others, who avoided it too. Soon there were fewer and fewer people with Momentas and thus fewer and fewer people to spread word of mouth about them. Today nobody talks about Momenta, and you have probably never even heard of it until now.

Another explanation is that word of mouth is about solutions. Jon Berry, the coauthor of The Influentials, says that when asked for advice, people want to help by making a recommendation. Yes, they may also mention what to avoid, but ultimately, the person seeking the advice wants to know what to do. Again, this increases the volume of positive comments.

A third explanation has to do with the simple fact that we talk about our experiences, and overall we have more positive experiences as consumers than bad ones. I know this is hard to believe sometimes, but if you record all of your experiences as a consumer for one day, you'll see that it's true. The key is not to record only the time you call the phone company to discuss your bill, but to notice everything, from the delicious granola you have in the morning to the cushiony seats of your car, the sound of your car stereo, the speed of your highly functional laptop, your steaming cup of coffee, and so on.

While the fact that there's so much positive word of mouth may give you a warm and fuzzy feeling, it is not necessarily good news for your company. To understand why, let's look at a simple example. Suppose that you own a company called Brown and you're competing against a company called Green. You sample five hundred customers in your category. Seventy percent say that they spread positive word of mouth about Brown (your company) and 30 percent say that they spread positive word of mouth about your competitor, Green. When you get the results, do you do a touchdown dance around the office or do you crawl under your desk and into a fetal position?

The answer, of course, is that it depends. If Brown has a 95 percent market share and Green has a 5 percent market share, this is a reason for your competitor to be pretty happy, because it means that it gets tons of recommendations, even from people who use your product.

It's not enough to have “good word of mouth.” As Robert East puts it, “To do well, a brand must get more [positive word of mouth] and less [negative word of mouth] than would be expected on the basis of market share.” This again demonstrates the need for proactively increasing your positive word of mouth.



Words! Words! Words! I'm so sick of
words!

—Eliza Doolittle, in the song “Show Me”



The New Buzz

[image: ] So what exactly has changed since 2000, the year the first edition of this book went to press? One thing is the volume. Back in 2000 there was already a lot of online buzz, but in the past few years, with the advent of blogs, social networking sites, and the continuing growth of the Internet, the volume of chatter has become astounding.

Another significant development is that “word of mouth” is no longer just about words. The power of old on line buzz, mostly text-based, is now multiplied by visual buzz. After all, there's a huge difference between reading that a hotel room was dirty and actually seeing the dirty mattress and the used needles videotaped by an outraged guest. There's a difference between reading that you can build cool robots using Lego Mindstorms and actually seeing these robots in action on YouTube.

A trend I identified in the first edition but have since seen intensify is the beginning of a major power shift ushered in by the growing influence of Generation Y, the 60 million people born between 1979 and 1994, as well as those even younger. For Gen Y asking for advice online is second nature. Word of mouth is how they shop.

Sharing everyday experiences online has also become a way of life for young people. In December 2007, the Pew Internet & American Life Project reported that 64 percent of those aged twelve to seventeen who used the Internet participated in one or more content-creating activities. Nearly half have posted photos where others could see them. And because these younger generations share more of their daily experiences with the rest of the world than older people, they also share more information about the products and services they use. As they gain buying power in the next ten years, expect buzz to become even more important.

In the early years, online buzz was transmitted from people's homes. This is changing too. An explosion of wireless communication devices has increased customer connectivity. Thanks to constantly evolving wireless devices, customers will become even more connected to a vast depository of opinions, often right at the point of purchase.

So what happens when millions armed with digital cameras, cell phones, and laptops share their lives on Facebook, blogs, Twitter, MySpace, and YouTube? Something interesting happens to buzz: People have more opportunities to observe and listen to each other. We often think of word of mouth as something that originates in enthusiasm, and that's certainly an important ingredient. But another big part of word of mouth is small-talk buzz—conversations about products that are simply part of our everyday interactions. This small talk can occur anytime, not simply when someone asks about a product, and new technologies that let us share our experiences increase small-talk buzz dramatically.

What Can You Do about All This?

At this point, it makes sense to return to NOLS, the organization I discussed in Chapter 1. Such a group could stand on the sidelines and watch this kind of small-talk buzz play out, or it could try to encourage even more of it. Making this decision wasn't easy for the school. The thought of encouraging students to post pictures online made everyone pretty nervous. What if students posted risqué pictures, the kind that might scare parents, or pictures that are against the school's “leave no trace” philosophy?

After the initial hesitation, the folks at NOLS realized that students can post risqué stuff online with or without the school's involvement. In the same way that students talk about NOLS in their dorm room, they also talk about NOLS on Facebook, My-Space, Flickr, and YouTube—with one huge difference: Their conversations, at least some of them, are public.

So NOLS chose to get involved. Amy Rathke (yes, the same Amy Rathke who back in 2004 told everyone at Willamette that the NOLS bus was coming) was selected as NOLS's first social network engineer.

After she graduated from Willamette, Amy spent seven months on the bus, touring the country and learning firsthand that she wasn't the only one who had so much love for this organization. It was Amy's job to manage this excitement online, and to get more people to post their pictures and talk about NOLS. So she started working on the school's blogs. She also put together an instruction sheet for how to post pictures on Flickr. (With all the talk about this tech-savvy generation, some people assume that they know everything. They don't.) She created a page on MySpace that allows NOLS alumni to befriend the school. She started promoting the NOLS alumni group on a Facebook page one alum had started.

Luke, a high school student I met on the NOLS bus, stores the pictures from his NOLS course on Facebook. There are pictures of him hiking and cooking and camping at the Wind River Wilderness course he took last spring. How do these pictures create buzz? Here's how he puts it: “People check it out and say, ‘Hey, where did you go hiking?' And I say, ‘Oh, I was out in Wyoming for a month.' A month? Where?' ‘NOLS, it's this great course.'”

A big part of what the marketing team at NOLS does now is facilitate and trigger such conversations, making it easy for prospective students to meet alumni online. If you're considering taking a course, they will put you in touch with people you can talk with. Once you've enrolled, you join a small online group with the folks who will join you in the wilderness. Amy shows instructors how to blog. The marketing team does what they can to make it easy for people to share their experience with others.

A search for the word “NOLS” in Flickr.com in April 2008 found over 25,000 hits. It's a new form of buzz. It's visual. It's raw. And it's for the whole world to see. Actually, you may want to put the book down now and take a look at some of these pictures. They will tell you the story of NOLS better than any words that I can write. You'll see the people who participate and the amazing places they've traveled to. You'll see them climbing, hiking, sailing, laughing. The pictures are posted by students, by staff, by alumni, and together they create a living brochure that is searchable, authentic, and ever-changing. While you're at it, you may want to spend some time on the NOLS alumni group on Facebook. “Any NOLS alumni living in Beijing?” one person asks. “Heya! Any DC NOLS alums going to the reunion on Saturday?” Or “Anyone living in the Denver area who wants to get out climbing/hiking/skiing?” The page is brimming with life and stories, inside jokes and memories.

The Other Side

NOLS's experience online sounds like a walk in the park, but anybody who tells you that dealing with the online world is easy has never been flamed.

Back in the 1990s our company hosted the EndNote user group. EndNote users loved our software, a fact that was usually reflected in their postings. But they could also be merciless. These were academics, smart and eloquent people who knew how to be sarcastic when they wanted to. When they didn't like something we did, we heard about it. We once announced the Windows version of EndNote and were late in shipping it. Very late. We were (justifiably) criticized. (“Criticized” is an understatement.)

This is the other side of the new buzz, and it's not going to go away. Customers are brutally honest as they share information online—the good, the bad, and the ugly. Consider the following customer comment in response to a post on Toyota's official blog: “As a Toyota owner, I am absolutely DISGUSTED by your hypocrisy and your absurd double standards.” Another one: “Shame on your shadowy works, and lame excuses.” And another one: “Toyota, you have got mud on your face this time.”

There were more than one hundred comments in response to that particular post, most of them negative. Toyota could have filtered out these messages. It didn't. Except for spam, obscene language, and off-topic postings, Bruce Ertmann, the corporate manager of consumer-generated media at Toyota, says the company doesn't filter anything out. We had the same policy with the EndNote newsgroup, and I can tell you that we would sometimes cringe while reading it, but we felt that this was the right thing to do and that really we had very little choice about it. If we didn't let our users express themselves in our forum, they would just find another forum.

Another example from Toyota's short experience with what is called CGM (consumer-generated media): In the spring of 2006, Toyota USA found out that in some of the earliest 2007 Camrys to come off the production line, transmissions were operating improperly. It was impossible to tell which cars the problem would show up in next—any 2007 Toyota Camry XLE was a candidate. In such cases, the car was safe to drive but not smooth, which was terribly upsetting to new owners.

Toyota could have waited by the phone for angry customers to call, but it wanted to do whatever it could to minimize the damage. It decided to be proactive about it.

This was just a short time after Bruce Ertmann started his new position as corporate manager of consumer-generated media. He contacted Edmunds.com, an information Web site for car owners, and asked it to set up a new forum dedicated to this particular problem. Ertmann quickly wrote an explanation of the problem in conversational English and posted it on the forum.

What followed demonstrates several things. First, people appreciate being listened to. “I am impressed by Toyota USA's response to this problem, and specifically to this forum” is just one example of a customer post.

The second is that simply listening won't get you too far. Yes, customers appreciate being heard, but ultimately they want answers. “What must be performed (after you take it to the dealership) to fix it? Has Toyota been able to resolve this problem for future-built Camrys? How will you be able to tell if your Camry might have the possibility for this problem?” are questions from just one customer.

Ertmann addressed each question with the patience of a Dear Abby. That was something that did not escape the attention of forum members, as one of them noted: “Some people have said that Toyota has gotten too big and arrogant, but after your (Toyota's) response to this issue (albeit, it seemed a little reluctant, which I hope will continue to improve) I happen to disagree. It has put to rest my doubts about Toyota caring for it's [sic] consumers.”

More than anything else, the biggest lesson from this and other discussions is that what Toyota does is more important than what Toyota says. Yes, customers appreciate being listened to; yes, you get some brownie points for being proactive, but when the 800 number you refer a customer to doesn't give the answer, or when the transmission problem is not resolved, customers will continue to post and demand to see results.

There's a great scene in the musical My Fair Lady where Freddie, who's totally in love with Eliza Doolittle, starts singing a passionate serenade about love, the birds, his heart … Eliza cuts him off abruptly: “Words! Words! Words! I'm so sick of words!” She then offers two words of advice on how to win her heart: “Show me!”

Customers are not as sick of words as Eliza. They want to hear what you have to say and will grade you on your sincerity. But more than anything else, they want action. Since each person who encounters your brand can now post a picture, a video, or a story online, what you do matters a lot more than what you say.

The Wisdom of Crowds

Another trend driving the new buzz is the transformation of everyday people into “experts.”

When Ruth Reichl moved from Los Angeles to New York City to become the food critic for the New York Times, one of the first restaurants she decided to review was the famous Le Cirque. It wasn't until her fourth meal at the restaurant that Mr. Maccioni, the owner of the restaurant, figured out who she was. Once he did, something very interesting happened: Everything improved—the seating, the service, the size of the portions. On visits when she wasn't recognized, Reichl had to wait for half an hour for a table. Did she have to wait for a table on the visit when she was recognized? “The king of Spain is waiting in the bar, but your table is ready,” the owner told her as he escorted her to the best table in the house. Exceptional dishes like foie gras, lobster, and black truffles were rushed to the table. The raspberries in her dessert were three times bigger than they had been when she wasn't recognized.

In his office overlooking Columbus Circle, Tim Zagat, a tall, gray-haired man, has a twinkle in his eyes as he tells this story. With a ruler in his hand, he points to a page that is framed on the wall behind him—the alternative to reviews by food critics that he and his wife, Nina, created when they worked as lawyers in Paris in the late 1960s. Instead of relying on reviews written by professional critics, Tim and Nina Zagat asked friends for their opinions about various restaurants and compiled the results on a single page. In a different frame behind him, there's another page—the guide they started in 1979 in New York City as a hobby, which eventually became the famous Zagat Survey.

The concept didn't gain immediate popularity, at least not in some circles. When the Zagats sought to get their guide published in the late 1970s, publishers thought it was a terrible idea.

Nobody wanted to touch it, not even Simon & Schuster or Prentice Hall, two publishing houses owned by Gulf & Western, where Tim Zagat was the chief litigation counsel. “You know you have a problem when direct reports turn you down,” he says.

The Zagats decided to publish the guide themselves. After printing a bunch of guides, they loaded the family station wagon with boxes of books and started driving up Madison Avenue and down Lexington, trying to convince bookstores to put the survey on their shelves.

One thing became clear pretty quickly: While publishers thought that nobody wanted to hear what nonexperts think about restaurants, “regular” people very much wanted to hear exactly that. The Zagat Survey did well right from the start, and after some media coverage in the mid- 1980s and strong word of mouth, it became the bestselling book in New York City. This doesn't prove, of course, that the survey reflects the truth better than a review by an expert, but it does prove that more people think that the survey reflects the truth better than a review by an expert.

Does it? Tim Zagat points
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