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INTRODUCTION

Here’s the good news: This book has a decent chance of being useless.

“That’s good news…?” you ask.

Yes, because all the proceeds go to charity to kick cancer’s butt. So even if the coming pages are toilet paper (don’t try that, please), your money will have gone to a worthwhile cause.

As far as what this book is actually about… well, you got me.

You’re probably thinking, Nah, c’mon. (We’ll be going through a lot of this kind of back-and-forth in the book.)

Seriously.

I’m just gonna write what comes to mind, and where we end up is anybody’s guess (yes, I’m using gonna and other such words, despite my editors’ pleas not to). But first, let’s get the formula for most motivational business and life books out of the way: “I had a rough start, I figured some stuff out, and you can too!”

Sorry, but that ain’t my jam. I’m not gonna lay out some epic hero’s journey starring me. The truth is, I’ve been at this business and life thing for a minute and have realized some stuff that I thought might be mildly useful to share.

Next, let’s do the required social proof so you can feel like whatever hot takes I share are possibly worth checking out. (This is the part where I tell you I’m cool. News flash: I’m not.)

I’m not smart either.

Umm… then why are you writing a book, Jay?

Fair question. The answer is ’cause the smartest people don’t necessarily win. I look back on high school and see the people who had the highest GPAs and went to the craziest schools, and guess what—they’re not crushing it. Then there are the middle-of-the-road peeps like me who are doing halfway decent. Turns out being self-aware, doing things for other people without an agenda, and finding humor in small stuff is how you actually get ahead.

Oh, and working your ass off. That helps too.

Finally, I’m obligated as a responsible author to try to convince you I’m cool, despite already admitting I’m not. I really hate talking about myself, but to appease my editorial overlords, here are a few sentences about me; the rest of this book will be all about you, and some possibly useful thoughts about quick wins and pitfalls to avoid. Which is not to say we won’t deviate into some weirdness about me as well. If anything, those parts should make you feel better about yourself.

Okay: I’ve led businesses that have generated more than $500 million in revenue. My podcast is the number one marketing podcast in the US out of fifty-five thousand shows (according to Apple Podcasts). My companies put on some of the world’s largest marketing events, run massive websites (like SubjectLine.com), and execute more than forty thousand marketing campaigns annually for some of the coolest brands in the world. I’m in the hall of fame at my alma mater, the University of Florida, in the College of Journalism and Communications, and, shockingly, they even have me teaching courses as an adjunct professor. I’ve done some other random credibility-enhancing things too, but this is getting really boring, so let’s move on.

So, Jay, what’s up with the random book title?

Glad you asked. Early on, I was struggling—like, really struggling. I didn’t know what I was doing in my business. I couldn’t make the sales. I didn’t crush it in school. My impostor syndrome was beyond measure.

Then one day I was in my office, totally deflated, sitting there with my head in my hands like the end was near. When I looked up, I saw my grandpa. I hadn’t even known he was coming by, but he looked at me and asked, “Jay, what’s wrong with you?”

I mumbled something like, “I don’t think I can do it. I don’t think I’m smart enough. I don’t think I have the right background.”

Without missing a beat, my grandpa looked me dead in the eye and said, “Jay, stupider people than you have done it.”

“Wait… what?”

Turns out, my grandpa’s words were the greatest ones any human has ever said to another. I realized in that moment there was somebody out there who was, in fact, stupider than I was, and yet they were experiencing the exact success I wanted. That one sentence changed everything for me. I stopped the endless spiral of self-doubt and all the “woe is me” garbage I’d been telling myself and got to work. No more waiting for a mythical “perfect moment” to start winning, ’cause there ain’t no perfect moment. Actually, there aren’t even decent moments. There are just moments that sometimes feel like the very worst times to get rolling, and that’s when you probably should.

So, this book is about that moment for me, when I imagined a stupider person doing the very thing I hadn’t.

Hello out there, wherever you are!

Okay, I get that this probably isn’t the advice you’d expect from a book. (Welcome to my world.) But it should fire you up. Why? Because you already have what it takes! Seriously. And how do I know this? Because stupider people have done it. Which means you don’t need permission, or have to have it all figured out, or be the smartest person in the room. You just need to start—even if you feel like your head is in your hands and you’re convinced you’re about to blow it.

Remember, stupider people have done it. They’ve grown their careers, started businesses, built a social existence, taken risks, and succeeded in life. And the only thing they had that you don’t (yet) is the fact that they started and broke away from the herd.

Wait, what herd?

Don’t worry, we’ll get into that.

So hopefully you’ve figured out what we’re doing here: I’m gonna share things I know to be game changers in marketing, business, and life. And because it’s my book, you’ll also get my two cents on pop culture, how people annoy me, and the chaos called life.

So yeah, it’s gonna be fun.

Ready? Let’s go prove my grandpa right.
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CHAPTER 1 BEST PRACTICES ARE GARBAGE

I was really close to naming this book Best Practices Are Garbage. More than anything else, the idea of something being a best practice in business, marketing, and life isn’t just annoying but can be harmful.

The main reason stupider people than you have been able to do “it” is that they don’t follow the herd. What do I mean by the herd? I mean the lumbering mass of humanity that embraces the mediocre and average—those who are so comfortable and content being there that they don’t even realize it. And if the herd does anything, it looks to follow a best practice just because someone said it was best. No thinking required.

The problem is, by the time something becomes a “best practice,” it’s already an outdated, useless turd of an idea.

“At work, be the first one in and the last to leave.”

Cool—now you’re exhausted, and nobody noticed.

“Don’t grocery shop when you’re hungry.”

Cool—but also, don’t shop when you’re full or you’ll buy toothpaste, paper towels, and nothing you actually want to eat.

“Don’t eat before bed.”

Cool—but explain to me why 10:00 p.m. pizza is the best-tasting food in the universe.

“If you want it done right, do it yourself.”

Cool—enjoy never delegating and slowly losing your mind.

“The customer is always right.”

Cool—tell that to the company asking for a refund ’cause their CEO didn’t “feel” enough buzz.

“Don’t take a vacation. It shows you’re dedicated.”

Cool—but it also shows you’re dead inside.

“Surround yourself with positive people.”

Cool—but now you’re in a group chat where no one will admit their life is a dumpster fire.

“Only do what makes you happy.”

Cool—but then who’s paying my electric bill?

“Don’t take anything personally.”

Cool—but people keep saying those things directly to me.

Best practices are where businesses, careers, and marketing go to die. They’re not a strategy—they’re a safety net for people who don’t want to take a risk, don’t want to be wrong, and definitely don’t want to get yelled at in a Monday morning meeting.

You want to be average? Best practices will take you there. You want to be invisible? Best practices will carry you gently into the arms of mediocrity and tuck you in with a blanket labeled “Industry Standard.” People cling to best practices like toddlers cling to their blankies.

But this is what HubSpot said to do.

Who cares? You know what HubSpot didn’t tell you? How to get your campaign noticed when your competitor sent the exact same thing twenty minutes earlier. I’ve looked at thousands of marketing campaigns, and you know which ones stand out? The weird ones. The gutsy ones. The ones that make you go, “Can we even say that?” Because if it feels safe, it’s already dead.

I hear motivational speaker types say you should have a five-year plan and craft a vision for that future. They promote it as the best practice for your life and career.

I can’t even handle a five-day plan! Stuff like this makes you feel like you’re off course.

Case in point: During Covid, I got really scared about my advertising agency. Marketing budgets were freezing up everywhere, and I had a big weekly payroll to make and didn’t want to let anyone go. I started to map out a plan for the next six months, and then, building off that optimistic success, moved on to a two-year road map. If I do this and then that, this will happen, and then I’ll do that next. Basically, I was kicking the can down the road. I didn’t need to go all in now, ’cause I had a vision and a plan that would put me on a path to success.

Yeah, that was total crap. Twenty-four hours after I made this amazing plan, I realized I still was sitting with major issues and had gotten no closer to fixing them because I was now locked into some “plan.”

Screw that—I needed to make things happen! My North Star became What can I do right now to make something happen? And the “right now” part is where the most successful people actually win.

The incredible Barbara Corcoran—the amazing human from Shark Tank—lives by the idea of not waiting. She said (I’m paraphrasing here), “Procrastination is the enemy of success, and the guilt of not doing something always steals your energy.” This is total inspiration.

Barbara had left school, held twenty-odd jobs by age twenty-three, and accepted a $1,000 loan from her boyfriend to start a real estate firm with him in 1973. The business started to do pretty well. Then her boyfriend declared he wanted to marry her secretary. Barbara told him they were ending the business partnership, and they split the assets within about ten minutes—each taking seven agents and half of their $37,000 cash reserves.

Within four days, Barbara had rented new office space just a few floors above their old location. She secured phones and desks and set up the Corcoran Group. No business plan, no five-year plan—not even a five-week plan. She was off and running, and within the next year she made more on her own than she had with her former boyfriend and partner.

This rapid move—splitting the company in minutes and relaunching in days—is how it really happens. The best practice of perfect plans, waiting for the right moments, and thinking that you need to have your act together is where careers, marketing campaigns, and businesses fail before they even start.

Back to my nonsense…

My agency was on the ropes and needed a surge of potential new clients in the pipeline or things were gonna get bad. So, I decided I needed to meet a zillion new people. Which meant I had to start posting on LinkedIn (ugh; this wasn’t something I had ever done before). I decided I needed to put on a big virtual marketing event so I could meet even more people fast. (I had zero idea how to do this—literally zero.) My thought was that if I met more people, maybe I could get more clients and not go out of business. Again, I didn’t have a five-year, five-month, or even five-day plan. What I had was a five-minute plan: What can I do right now to improve my situation?

How did all that play out, by the way? That random conference turned into a new company that now puts on some of the biggest events on the planet, and it took me down a path toward starting podcasts and newsletters. I met so many people whom I wouldn’t have met if I’d tried to map out a future and waited for the slow-moving five-year garbage plan to unfold. And my agency is alive and well!

Even better, a billion-dollar global company saw what I was up to and purchased several significant assets. All from me doing the opposite of the best practices thrown in my face. My so-called “ill-advised” moves proved to be the very thing that made me stand out and succeed. And you can do the same.

Okay, those last two sentences are so annoying. It makes it seem like “just trying” is all you need to do. The truth is, there were a ton of pivots, failures, sleepless nights, and struggles with impostor syndrome. But life isn’t a straight line; it’s mostly just one foot in front of the other. So stop making big plans and start doing something.

Hooray for no plan! Humanity is the algorithm.

Marketers and professionals follow the best-practice herd in other ways and don’t even realize it. They send the “3 Ways to Optimize Your Funnel” email because some article said it works. Then they wonder why nobody opens it. Why it tanks. Why it feels safe but still flops.

The answer is that it wasn’t them. It wasn’t honest. It wasn’t different. You can’t win by copying what used to work for someone else. You can’t stand out by doing what makes everyone else comfortable. You want to be memorable? Break something. Try something weird. Say the thing your brand would never say.

The only best practice I believe in is this: If your campaign, career move, or business decision doesn’t make you at least a little nervous to try, you didn’t go far enough.

So yeah, you could play it safe. You could send the same old content and continue to make lateral career and business moves, or you could do what makes you a little uncomfortable—the outside-the-lines stuff that actually works.

In case it’s unclear, best practices are garbage. And for my marketing peeps out there, there are several chapters to come about marketing best practices so bad, they’re worse than someone spoiling the outcome of the Love Is Blind finale on social media.
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