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Introduction

Nathan Apodaca unintentionally made one of the greatest modern advertisements.

Nathan, known as “Doggface” on the internet, was a regular guy working at a potato factory in Idaho when he decided to take his longboard to work one day. As he was cruising down the side of the road on his way to the factory, he pulled out his phone and filmed himself on the front-facing camera. He recorded a short video of himself enjoying the vibes—just lip-syncing the lyrics to a Fleetwood Mac song that he had playing in the background and taking a sip out of his jug of Ocean Spray cran-raspberry juice.

Nathan didn’t think much of it. Eventually, right before he got into work, he casually posted the clip on TikTok.

Later that day, he was stunned to see that video had over 2 million views.

It continued to go viral and amassed millions more views (around 90 million views at the time of writing). Soon after, Nathan’s whole life changed. He started getting approached by brands for sponsorship deals. He got interviewed by major media outlets. He later released a song with Snoop Dogg and had an acting debut in a television show. At the time of writing, he has 7.5 million followers on TikTok, 2.5 million followers on Instagram, and 276,000 subscribers on YouTube.

The video also dramatically impacted Ocean Spray’s business. The content made the brand relevant not only to the younger audience that you might think is the platform’s core demographic, but also to the thirty-, forty-, and fifty-year-olds who consume TikTok at scale today. Their juice was flying off the shelves at retail locations across the US.

That’s not all. The song “Dreams” by Fleetwood Mac (which was playing in the background of the video) hit the top of the iTunes charts, even though the song itself was originally released in 1977.

The craziest part?

Nathan almost didn’t even post the video. He said in an interview with Big Boy’s Neighborhood, “I was like, ‘Man, maybe I shouldn’t post it’ . . . I looked at it again, and I was like, ‘Okay, remember what GaryVee says all the time: Post out content, let it get out there. It doesn’t matter if I don’t think it’s good. Somebody out there wants to see me.’”1

This Ocean Spray story is just one of many examples that capture what modern advertising looks like. There are countless brands, small businesses, service providers, influencers, and content creators that have seen life-changing sales numbers from content that didn’t look like traditional “commercials” or banner ads. For instance, a hip-hop themed lip balm brand named TrapStix had 75 orders between 2018 and 2020. After a series of overperforming TikTok videos, they went on to sell 50,000 units in two years.2 Similarly, a daughter helped turn her dad’s novel into a bestseller more than a decade after its release, thanks to a popular video she made.3 Stories like these are happening around the world every day.

It’s not just TikTok either. Small businesses are using YouTube Shorts to rank their videos in search queries to drive leads. Plenty of creators across YouTube, TikTok, Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, LinkedIn, and X (Twitter) are using these platforms to build massive communities of their own, and even create their own products that rival those of larger brands. As I’m writing this, my team and I are using Facebook Reels to drive sign-ups for WineText.com, a deal-of-the-day wine SMS service associated with my dad’s business. (By the way, if you just signed up at WineText.com, please email my dad at sasha@winelibrary.com. He would love to hear from you, and I know that this would make his day, his week, his month, and his year, which would be the biggest return on investment of this book.)

If you picked up this book, you probably already know you should be on social media. Compared to October 2009, when my first book, Crush It!, came out, there are far fewer people who doubt that social media “works.” However, only a small percentage of that group truly understands how to use modern advertising platforms to build brand and grow sales in today’s rapidly changing environment.

This book will give you the blueprint.

Day Trading Attention (and Why It Matters)

In 2013, I wrote Jab, Jab, Jab, Right Hook: How to Tell Your Story in a Noisy Social World. It was a guide on how to communicate on the social platforms of the day. Given how much the advertising landscape has changed in the ten years that have since passed, I figured it was time for an updated version.

I thought about calling this book Jab, Jab, Jab, Left Hook, a fitting name for a sequel. I eventually decided on Day Trading Attention because it best describes not only what I do for a living, but also the number one skill set that you need to master in today’s advertising landscape: understanding attention—what it is, where it is, where it’s underpriced, and how to leverage it for brand building and sales.

This isn’t a book about just social media—it’s a book about mastering the art and science of storytelling in modern underpriced attention channels. Of course, social media happens to be a huge part of that, but as you’ll see over the course of this book, it can also involve strategies like event marketing, developing collectible products, running ads on streaming services, brand collaborations, influencer partnerships, and potentially even traditional advertising campaigns like TV commercials or billboards in some cases.

Just as a day trader constantly studies financial markets to keep a pulse on what’s happening, you must constantly study what people are paying attention to, the cost associated with capturing that attention, and how it shifts by the day. This is how you’ll find the best marketing and sales strategies for your business or brand. Think of it this way: If you know what people are paying attention to and where they’re paying attention, then you actually have a shot at selling them something.

This is what marketers have been doing for generations: identifying where human attention lies and reverse-engineering it. For instance, the radio gets invented, people start listening to it, and marketers realize, Hey, I can pay money to the radio station so they’ll let me pop in while people are listening, and I can sell them my stuff. This radio station talks about baseball, and people listening are probably baseball fans, so why don’t I tie some baseball references into my script, so they’ll be more interested in listening to me?

Same thing with television. The TV is invented, shows are created, and people start watching, and marketers realize, Hey, I can show up while people are watching and show them why my company has the best laundry detergent ever.

You can even take this concept back to the Stone Age. I bet if somebody wanted to sell you a new club, they would draw on the cave walls because that’s where all the cavemen were most likely to look.

Attention is the game. More specifically, underpriced attention is the opportunity.

To understand what that means, think of attention as an asset. It’s like buying real estate. Fifty years ago, if you believed that Malibu was going to grow in popularity and home prices would go up, you would’ve first studied all the tactical nuances of buying beachfront property in that area, and then you would’ve bought as much as you possibly could before prices started rising even further. Similarly, when an advertising platform has a lot of eyes and ears on it, and the cost of storytelling on that platform is relatively low, that’s when you need to go all in. Just like certain cities have underpriced real estate, certain advertising platforms have underpriced attention.

That being said, underpriced attention isn’t just about what advertising medium is the cheapest; it’s about whether you can get a low cost relative to the amount of actual attention you’d get.

Let me explain.

In the 1950s, one of the mediums with underpriced consumer attention happened to be television. According to some estimates, 90 percent of American households had a television set by 1960, and unlike today, people actually watched TV commercials back then. Some brands realized this early on, and aggressively launched TV strategies with mascots, taglines, and catchy jingles. In the 1950s, brands were also able to have creative control over producing shows on TV, which led to programs like Hallmark Hall of Fame and The Colgate Comedy Hour. Roy Disney (Walt Disney’s older brother) even made a catchy jingle out of the slogan “I Like Ike,” which was then run as TV commercials, eventually contributing to Dwight D. Eisenhower winning the 1952 presidential election. The proof was clearly there—television held a vast majority of underpriced consumer attention.

As the years passed and technology began to evolve, however, the attention shifted.

The number of consumers watching traditional cable television today is dramatically declining. The 2022 coverage of the Winter Olympics drew the lowest ratings in the event’s history on NBC.4 According to some studies, top cable providers had a net loss of 3.5 million video subscribers in 2022.5 With other mediums like social media and streaming platforms creating more competition for consumer attention, advertising on television just isn’t what it used to be in the 1950s, ’60s, ’70s, or ’80s. But still, the cost of TV commercials is upward of $100,000 in many cases; the price hasn’t adjusted much for the decline in attention over the years.6

What does this mean? While television commercials can still “work,” they are generally overpriced. Sure, if you’re spending over $100,000 on a commercial, you’re going to sell some stuff. But what if you allocated that same $100,000 on a well-executed, modern advertising strategy grounded in social media? Would you sell even more? More interestingly, could you extract insights from your social media campaigns to help you make even better commercials (should you still decide to run them)?

By no means am I telling brands to never run another television ad again. In fact, even though traditional television commercials are overpriced as a whole, there is one major exception: Super Bowl commercials. I believe the Super Bowl commercial is the single greatest deal in advertising in the US, even at $7 million for a thirty-second spot as I’m writing this in 2023.7 One hundred fifteen million people watched the most recent Super Bowl in the United States, and it’s a part of the culture for Americans to sit down and watch those ads too. That level of consumption is impossible to replicate with even the best social media strategies. Believe it or not, I think Super Bowl commercials are a bargain; they can really work for brands, assuming the ad is good (we’ll get into that later). Similarly, regular TV commercials can occasionally work, if the ad was bought in a very strategic way and the creative was remarkable and well priced.

The issue is, most of today’s television commercials and other traditional marketing executions are not Super Bowl ads, nor are they purchased at an appropriate price—so, why do so many marketers, brands, and corporations still treat them like religion? It’s because people tend to dismiss what’s underpriced today, and instead focus on what used to work in the past, or what might work in the future. In the process, they continue to underestimate what’s working right now.

It’s why some small business owners and professionals still say, “TikTok can’t generate leads like SEO,” or “LinkedIn doesn’t convert as well as Google AdWords.” In the 1950s, those same people would’ve said, “Television commercials don’t work as well as radio ads”—and they would’ve been wrong. In the early 2000s, those people would’ve said that Google Ads were a waste of time. In the mid-1990s, when I was running my dad’s liquor store, those people told me that having a website was stupid and that I should just open up another store for Wine Library. In the late ’90s, they told me email wouldn’t replace catalogs.

I get it. People always have reactions like these when new technology comes along and changes the way we do things. Still, I wish more businesses and brands understood that they’re only hurting themselves. By continuing to underestimate modern advertising platforms, they’re leaving ridiculous amounts of opportunity on the table, and they don’t have to.

Let me ask you, marketers and executives: Why are you always a “no” person in the face of new opportunities? Why can’t you be a “maybe” person, do your homework, and then decide if it’s a “yes” or “no”?

Many fast-growing brands today have been built on the back of smart modern advertising executions—companies like True Classic and Fashion Nova to name a couple, not to mention companies built around personal brands such as Chamberlain Coffee (founded by popular YouTuber and content creator Emma Chamberlain). I built Wine Library primarily by using underpriced mediums in the 1990s and early 2000s: Google AdWords, email marketing, and organic YouTube videos.

Day trading underpriced attention is what has historically worked best in advertising.

What does this mean for you? For large companies and brands, it’s time to think beyond the “potential reach” that TV commercials, print ads, billboards, or digital programmatic banner ads offer. For small business owners and professionals, it’s time to expand beyond the old, traditional sales strategies of Google AdWords, SEO, SEM, cold calling, referrals, or going to the chamber of commerce. For creators and influencers, it’s time to get more strategic about the content you’re putting out instead of posting just to post and expand the platforms you’re posting on.

I’m not saying you should entirely stop cold-calling or whatever is working for you right now. I don’t like to think of any marketing or sales method as “dead.” I just think there’s a much smarter way to build a modern, cohesive advertising strategy, one that has social media at the core and uses insights from social campaigns to inform all the other pieces. In fact, I can’t wait to make fun of people who are overinvesting in social media in a decade or two.

Today, mass consumer attention sits across a handful of social media platforms, which happen to have literally zero cost for organic reach (the number of people who will see your content if you just post it, without running it as an ad). That’s why social media can be one of the best places to capture underpriced attention. For example, Facebook has an estimated 3 billion monthly active users at the time of writing.8 Instagram and YouTube each have roughly over 2 billion, and LinkedIn has 930 million members.9 10 11

Influencers promoting your product or service can also be an underpriced strategy, assuming you choose up-and-coming influencers who are relatively low cost. Same applies to event marketing, ads on streaming services, brand collaborations, developing collectible items related to your business, and all the other opportunities I’ll talk about in this book.

But here’s the catch: Even if you’re on social media—even if you are running ads on Hulu instead of a cable TV network—it doesn’t mean it’ll work for you. You actually have to be good at the execution.

As soon as I sensed that people were paying attention to TikTok, I knew I needed to figure out all the tactics and details of how to storytell within that platform. I needed to figure out how to make videos people want to watch, how to use different creative units (that is, carousels versus stand-alone images versus videos), what the first few seconds of my videos should look like, what trending audio I should use in the background, how to decide when to duet or stitch a video, and more.

Social media is just an empty vessel; you only get out of it what you put into it. Without putting in the work to understand these platforms and the psychology of the people using them, you’re just creating a bunch of content that no one will ever see. If you make videos for TikTok that no one wants to watch or spend $10,000 running Facebook ads with content that doesn’t captivate people, then social media will be a “waste of time and money.” If you overpay for influencer endorsements that don’t lead to sales, then influencer marketing will be a “waste of time and money.” It’s like how playing basketball could earn you a lot of money in theory, but you have to be a good basketball player to actually achieve that. Just because you’re marketing on social media doesn’t mean you’re good at it. If you’re not good at it, it may not work for you.

It’s important to recognize what advertising mediums are traditionally overpriced versus underpriced, but it’s also important to know how to make them work for you, given the resources you have available.

That’s what you’ll learn in this book. With the in-depth strategies, frameworks, and tactics in the coming pages, you’ll be better equipped than most to advertise (and grow) your business or brand in the world that we currently live in.

The New Social Media World

Back when I wrote Jab, Jab, Jab, Right Hook, I defined the concept as “give, give, give, ask.” In other words, make content that gives value to your audience so that you have permission to “ask” for their business down the road. The “jabs” (free value) would set up the “right hook” (the ask) in the algorithm—with how various social platforms worked back then, getting high engagement on one of your posts meant that future posts would be more likely to be shown to those individuals who engaged. So, it made sense to create a “jab” that engaged a wider audience so that more people would see and engage with your right hook. Providing free value was also just a good way to build trust and affinity with your audience so they’d be more receptive to things you ask for down the road.

Over the last decade, algorithms across platforms have evolved dramatically. Today, there are far more variables to consider when producing content.

For example, what should “free value” look like now? What should the layout, design, and formatting look like? How do you decide what pieces of content to make, and how can you create a process to make that production sustainable? How should your content change depending on the platform you’re posting on? Could a piece of content that builds brand also drive sales at the same time? How can content like Doggface’s Ocean Spray video drive so many sales, when it doesn’t even look like a “right hook”?

As we think about these answers, let’s take a step back for a second and start from the most basic advertising question of all: What’s the reason that human beings buy certain products and services instead of others? Whether it’s through social media or anywhere else—what actually gets someone to buy that latest business software tool, or their newest T-shirt, or the watch they’re wearing?

Sometimes it’s because the product was at a convenient location, they were able to get it at a cheap price, or maybe a friend recommended it to them. But you’d be surprised how often people subconsciously buy things because the brand or business means something to them. In other words, they decide that a certain product or service is more relevant to their needs or to who they are. That is the power of “brand” at work.

For example, maybe an accountant got you to trust his or her expertise by posting thoughtful information about taxes online. Maybe a sneaker brand collaborated with your favorite athlete, and that made you buy. Maybe a skin-care brand made a funny reference to a Netflix series you like, and the next time you were in the mall or drugstore, you picked up their product because you subconsciously felt “closer” to that brand than their competitors. Maybe a couple of law firm partners created an entertaining podcast about golf, an area you’re passionate about, and the next time you had a business contract to get done, you thought of them first. Maybe a B2B company created smart content on how their software would save you money, and that made you buy. Many of our purchasing decisions are influenced by how we consciously—or subconsciously—feel about a brand. I’ll buy virtually anything if the ad has a positive New York Jets reference tied into it ;).

What this means is that content alone is not enough; content that scales brand relevance is the goal. Relevance is defined as “a close connection with the subject you are discussing or the situation you are in.”12 We need to tell stories that help people feel closely connected to our businesses and brands.

It’s not just about letting consumers know your business or your brand exists. It’s not about posting random content just for the sake of posting it. If you’re a florist, for example, you can’t just post a picture of a flower with “happy Tuesday” in the caption and call it a day. Relevance is about creating and distributing content that people find meaningful (whether that’s potential customers, clients, or other individuals who matter to you). When your business is more relevant, more people consider buying, which then leads to higher sales numbers.

Why did Doggface’s Ocean Spray video drive sales? It made the brand more relevant to a variety of different demographics. Whether intentional or not, there was something about the video that struck a chord with people—maybe it was the camera angle, maybe it was the length of the video that made it easily consumable, maybe it was the vibe of the song that was added to the video, maybe it was the style of movement in the first few seconds, maybe it was the lighthearted nature of someone just enjoying life, or maybe it was a combination of all of these elements and more. The strategy behind how you make your content (such as, what your first three seconds look like) and your understanding of platform nuances (such as, what trending audio to use on TikTok versus Instagram) are two of many tools you can use to make content that’s more relevant.

One of the biggest changes in the new social media world is that the more relevant your content is to an audience, the more your content will be distributed by the platform itself. As I’ll talk about more in part 1 of this book, all platforms are heading in the direction of showing content to users based on what they’re interested in, rather than who they follow. The more relevant your content is to an audience, the more they will be interested in consuming it, and the more reach you’ll get.

This means that the quality of the content that you put out is more important than ever. I don’t mean production quality, or whether you subjectively like the piece of content or not—I mean, are you putting out stuff that a group of people is interested in consuming?

For content to be relevant and drive business results, it needs to be more strategic and thoughtful than ever before. You need to consider variables like:


	What time are you posting?

	What title do you have as a text overlay on your video?

	Who are you making your piece of content for? Why should they be interested in consuming it?

	If you post a video on TikTok, how are you tweaking it before you post on, say, YouTube Shorts?

	Is your post caption (aka copy) optimized?

	What creative units are you using? (Creative units are different content creation features on platforms, like stories, carousels, Reels on Instagram, or status updates on Facebook.)

	What creative styles are you using? (Meaning, ways of displaying content within creative units, such as a skit on Instagram Reel.)

	How are you deciding what piece of content to run as a paid ad?

	Are your profiles on each platform optimized correctly so people know what you do, and how to contact you?

	How can you use insights from social media content to inform larger advertising strategies, such as trade shows, TV commercials, or higher-production videos?



And much, much, much, much more.

These are the kinds of concepts we’ll explore in depth in this book.

The Supply and Demand of Content (and Why You Need to Act Now)

The opportunity is enormous for everyone reading this—as more platforms are distributing content based on what people are interested in rather than who they follow, it’s more practical than ever for creators, businesses, and brands alike to achieve more relevance and grow. Even if they don’t have an audience. But the reality is, the opportunities on platforms today won’t last forever.

Why? It’s a concept I call the Supply and Demand of Content.

When there’s a lot of attention on a platform (especially when it’s early in its maturity), you have a greater chance to get awareness and engagement on your content because there aren’t as many content producers and advertisers on the platform yet. As a platform gets more and more mature, it gets harder to have your content stand out.

Between mid-2021 and 2022, my YouTube channel saw some of the greatest spikes in views that I’ve ever received, largely thanks to the disproportionately high organic reach of YouTube Shorts when they were first released to the public in July 2021. At that point, there were fewer content creators on YouTube Shorts compared to the number of people who wanted to watch that type of content. Today, YouTube Shorts is still a huge opportunity for many brands and business owners. YouTube is the second-biggest search engine in the world, so posting Shorts and long-form videos with search-engine-optimized titles can help increase the discoverability of your content. However, as more time passes, the more strategy and thoughtfulness it will take to stand out.

The Supply and Demand of Content applies to features and content formats within platforms too.

For example, in 2015 and 2016, I was getting dozens of emails a day from people saying they made the biggest business development deals of their lives through Instagram direct message (DM). At that point, some celebrities and executives were more directly reachable through their DMs than other forms of contact, so reaching out to them with an offer to bring value was more likely to get you a response. It’s the same reason email marketing worked extraordinarily well in 1999—it was a time when people read all their emails.

Today, Instagram DMs still work for business development, but it’s harder than it was in 2015 and 2016. You might have to be more strategic about who you’re reaching out to, who you add into the message group, the number of people you reach out to, how established your own profile is, the opening line of your message, and other variables. Same thing with email marketing—it still works today, but you can’t get 91 percent open rates on a 100,000-person email list like I did with WineLibrary.com in the late 1990s.

In 2019 and 2020, I was putting out a lot of content about why everyone should be making TikTok content. I was telling everyone that it’s more than just kids lip-syncing and dancing—the platform offered enormous opportunities for brand awareness. The in-app content creation features were a relatively new thing back then, and I believed the app was like “training wheels” for future influencers and content creators. The content creation features made it easier for people to create, and I knew back then it would pave the way for other apps to integrate similar features. At that time, the opportunity for organic reach on TikTok was obnoxiously high, and it still is in 2023, but today it takes even better content to stand out (and it’s not quite that obnoxious).

This has been a recurring theme over the last decade of social—first there’s underpriced attention, and then, slowly but surely, people figure out the mismatch between supply and demand. First, it’s usually entrepreneurs and creators who can move fast and experiment on new platforms without bureaucracy limiting their innovation. Sometime later, small businesses and startups begin to take advantage of the opportunity. Finally, big brands and advertising budgets eventually start flowing in. Then the supply and demand curve begins to even out—advertising ends up getting more expensive, and organic reach begins to stagnate or decline.

There’s an especially big opportunity today for small businesses, entrepreneurs, and private-equity-owned brands. With so many Fortune 500 brands in the world continuing to allocate large budgets to outdated forms of advertising, there are still large gaps in supply of content across platforms. The faster you can understand and implement the strategies in this book, the more of an advantage you’ll have in the current landscape of advertising. Although some advertising platforms are more mature than others, don’t be confused: There’s still a lot of organic reach and attention up for grabs. In my twenties, when I was buying wine terms on Google AdWords for ten cents a click, I initially thought that the opportunity was “over” once it was raised to a dollar. I thought competitors had “figured it out”—in hindsight, I made a huge mistake. Even a dollar was cheap.

Same thing with advertising platforms today. TikTok organic reach might not be as good as it was in 2020 (in fact, it’s not even close), but there’s still an enormous “land grab” of attention available. But just like you can’t read about doing push-ups and get in great shape, you can’t just read about marketing and magically grow your business.

If you want to take advantage of it, you must become a practitioner of day trading attention.

The insights and observations I’ll share in this book are based on everything that my companies at VaynerX and I have learned over the years. At VaynerMedia, we’ve learned what successful marketing and advertising looks like for large Fortune 500 brands. Through the Sasha Group, we’ve helped small businesses grow and drive leads and revenue. Through VaynerCommerce, we’ve gained insights on scaling e-commerce and direct-to-consumer (DTC) companies. I continue to hold myself accountable to be a practitioner of everything I’m writing about—over the last decade, I’ve continued to grow the community around the GaryVee personal brand, as well as drive sales for Wine Library using modern marketing strategies. Many of these observations come from my personal interactions with thousands of startups, entrepreneurs, creators, and celebrities through my DMs on social. I’ve also gathered insights from other companies I’ve cofounded, such as Resy and Empathy Wines (Resy sold to American Express in 2019, and Empathy Wines sold to Constellation Brands in 2020). I’ve learned a lot from the companies I’ve invested in over the course of my career too, including Liquid Death, Slack, Coinbase, Venmo, Uber, Snap Inc., and more.

Day trading attention is what I do every day, and it’s the reason I’ve had overall success in marketing over the course of my career of twenty-plus years. When I was a kid selling lemonade on Tingley Lane, day trading attention was about figuring out what trees to put signs on based on where drivers were most likely to look. When I was a teenager doing baseball card shows on the weekends, it was about setting up my display just right to catch the most eyes as people walked by. As a young adult working in my dad’s liquor store, it was about studying customer movements throughout the store and learning the best wines to display near the cash register for deals. In my twenties and early thirties as we scaled the business, it was learning how to capture as many emails as possible, and knowing how to advertise on Google as more people began to search there.

Everything you’ll see me talk about in this book comes from experience because I only talk about things I’ve lived. As new advertising mediums come out, the attention shifts, and the game continues, and this is a game I’ve been playing for many, many years.

The strategies in this book apply to companies of all sizes; you’ll see different examples involving Fortune 1000 brands, influencers, local businesses, B2B companies, nonprofits, executives, direct-to-consumer companies, and more. As you get into the following pages, you’ll also learn modern advertising tactics in deep detail. Platforms change rapidly, and it’s possible that some of these tactics that work today as I’m writing this will not be as relevant by the time this book comes out. However, many other tactics here will be tried and true for the next several years and beyond, and the people who put them into practice will win.

I believe this book will create an enormous number of success stories, like Crush It! and Jab, Jab, Jab, Right Hook—I’ve written many books, and I know which ones I get the most emails about (gary@vaynerx.com). I look forward to hearing from you on how you put the strategies in this book into practice.




Part 1

The Tiktokification of Social Media

At thirty-two years old, I started getting involved in the world of social media and Web 2.0, as we called it then. I published Episode 1 of Wine Library TV in 2006 (a YouTube show where I tasted and reviewed wines—best gig I ever had), and shortly after, I started going to events like SXSW and getting acquainted with this emerging industry. Up until that point, I was a wine retailer, working every day to build my dad’s business in an attempt to pay my family back for everything they did for me. At that time, I saw social media and tech as a totally new world of opportunity.

As I started going to more events and making connections, I became friends with several people on the 10–20 person Facebook team. I built relationships with other leaders in the Silicon Valley tech scene as well. I also started reading up on the budding world of Web 2.0 through resources like TechCrunch. I had a strong sense early on that social media would completely change the way human beings communicate, and I just wanted to be in the mix.

One day, I was presented with an opportunity to invest in a company called Twitter through a friendship I’d built over some time. (By the way, as I moved forward in finalizing that deal, I had to find a law firm in New Jersey to help with the process. I found one and came across a junior guy at the firm who was ascending to partner. He went by the name of Marc Yudkin, and he is now my COO at VaynerMedia, general counsel, and brother.)

Several months later, Randi Zuckerberg called me with an opportunity to buy some of her parents’ Facebook stock. I said yes and wrote the biggest check I had ever written in my life, a six-figure check that pretty much wiped out all my savings at that time.

Finally, in that same year, David Karp and I became friends. I believed in his vision for his startup, Tumblr, and later ended up investing in it.

Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr were the first three companies I ever invested in. Of course, this changed the trajectory of my life, but there’s a funny reason why I tell this story:

When I invested in Tumblr, I called my brother and said, “AJ, Tumblr is going to be bigger than Facebook and Twitter. It’s going to be the biggest one of them all.”

AJ asked, “Why?”

I said, “On Facebook and Twitter, you follow people. On Tumblr, you follow things you’re interested in.”

Now, Tumblr didn’t become the biggest of those three platforms, because there were so many other variables at play (although they still had a $1.1 billion exit to Yahoo in 2013). Still, that early realization about “interest”-based platforms versus “social”-based platforms is something that has continued to play out over time in a major way.

This speaks to why I was such a big advocate of Musical.ly early on. Released in 2014, Musical.ly was the first social platform that I saw since Tumblr that was distributing content to users based on their interests—something I will refer to as “the interest graph” for the rest of this book. I even had two Musical.ly stars come to my office for AskGaryVee Episode 198 in 2016 because I knew this platform was onto something. A year later in 2017, ByteDance acquired Musical.ly and merged it into TikTok in 2018. Since then, TikTok has been the largest champion of the interest graph model, and its execution of the “For You” page is something that I believe will define the foreseeable future of both social media and other advertising platforms—it already has.

Here’s why it’s so special:

At the time of writing, the default tab users land on when opening the app is the For You page. The content that TikTok surfaces there is based on the unique preferences of each user. TikTok considers videos you like or share, how long you watch videos, comments you post, and even the types of content you create. They also consider your device type, the location you’re in, language preferences, and more—all these factors are processed by TikTok’s recommendation engine and weighted based on how much you care about each specific factor. The algorithm learns each user’s consumption patterns and adjusts their feed’s content based on how those consumption patterns change over time.

In other words, their content feed is led by the interest graph (what you’re interested in), rather than the social graph (who you follow).

Prior to TikTok’s For You page, most platforms were led by the social graph. Some platforms still considered users’ interests—Facebook, for example, used to have an algorithm called EdgeRank to determine what content would show up in user feeds. Every like, share comment, and new post from a user was counted as an “edge,” and based on all those edges, Facebook would predict what types of content would be most interesting to that user. If you always “liked” a particular friend’s photos but you skipped over their text-only status updates, the algorithm would show you more of that friend’s photos and less of their status updates. Other platforms would consider user interests as well, but still, the content served would usually be within the container of who users decided to follow.

As social media matured, we soon found out that there were limitations to the “social graph”–driven content approach over time. When the content you see is based on which accounts you follow, it becomes harder to keep you on a platform as your relationships and preferences evolve over the course of your life. You might have subscribed to a YouTube channel in your early twenties about starting a company, but what happens at twenty-seven when those ambitions change? You might have followed some Facebook pages around your favorite artist in high school, but what happens when your music tastes shift? Within the social graph environment, you would have to actively follow new people or pages to get a steady stream of the content you want. It’s higher friction and doesn’t necessarily guarantee that you’d be seeing the content you want to see. An interest-graph-led algorithm, on the other hand, would automatically recognize your changing interests and show that content to you automatically, making it more likely that you’ll stay on the platform longer.

At this point, nearly every platform is copying TikTok’s interest-graph-led algorithm. Meta is making a huge interest graph push through Instagram Reels and Facebook Reels, as well as Instagram’s Explore page. YouTube has expanded their video recommendation engine as well as their Shorts feed. X (Twitter) is making a push around their For You video feed, as well as their main For You feed that combines various post types. Snapchat is working on their Spotlight feature and LinkedIn is optimizing their own feed as well. It’s a phenomenon I’m calling the “TikTokification of social media,” and it has major implications for everyone reading this book.

For the first time ever, the incentives of businesses and the advertising channels are truly aligned. Think about it, Instagram doesn’t want you to leave the app and go to YouTube Shorts. YouTube doesn’t want to lose you to TikTok, and TikTok doesn’t want to lose you to Netflix or Spotify. The war for attention is on, which means platforms are incentivized to distribute content that’s relevant and valuable to the end consumer. This means that if you make content and advertising that people actually want to watch, you’ll be rewarded with more views and engagement. The opportunity for organic reach is virtually unlimited. The more relevant your content is, the more reach you’ll get. This is a huge change, especially for the Madison Avenue advertising world. When a brand buys a billboard or a TV commercial spot, the advertising company doesn’t just magically reward them with more impressions if their advertisement was good. Modern social platforms do. For example, if BMW makes a crappy ad to run on television, NBC won’t care; they’ll happily still take their money. The modern social platforms don’t want users to make bad content, which makes them more aligned with the advertiser.

Prior to the TikTokification of social media, marketing on social platforms had a similar dynamic to email marketing. With email, you would spend time building a list, and then market to that list. Similarly, with social platforms, you would spend time building up your follower base and then you’d market to that follower base through your content. Much like email, only a small percentage of your social media audience would see each one of your posts. Now businesses, creators, and brands don’t need to have a follower base before they can start getting views and engagement
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