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To Violette and Harold.
You’re the best thing I was ever a part of, and
I look forward to learning more from you.
—Dad

To Helen.
—JS


Ceci n’est pas un social networking book.


This Book Is About More Than Social Networks

The actor James Cagney appeared in well over fifty films, achieving numerous awards, including the Oscar for best actor. The American Film Institute put him in the top ten of its 50 Greatest Screen Legends.

Cagney played tough guys, and if someone tries to imitate him, they will likely sneer, cock their head, and say, “Why, you dirty rat!” perhaps while erupting into fake machine-gun fire. If you’re old enough, you may even remember a reference in Home Alone, the 1990 film starring Macaulay Culkin as an eight-year-old fighting two bumbling burglars trying to enter his home on Christmas Eve. You can probably hear the Cagney sound bite now: “Keep the change, you filthy animal.”

But here’s the thing. Cagney never actually said, “Mmmmm, you dirty rat” or “Why, you dirty rat” or even “You dirty rat, you killed my brother.” Near as anyone can tell, the closest Cagney ever got to the phrase was “Come out and take it, you dirty, yellow-bellied rat, or I’ll give it to you through the door!”

In a way, we feel like Cagney. We don’t feel that we focus on how amazing and wonderful social media are, but people often cite us when they talk about social media or list us as authorities on social networks. Well, you dirty rats, read on, because we’ve got more than that up our sleeve.

You might have picked this book up thinking it’s about social media. That’s fair. We wrote a New York Times best-selling book that people also thought was about social media and social networks, until they read it. People may say the same about this one.

The Impact Equation is actually about getting a larger audience to see and act upon your ideas and learning how to build a community around that experience to take it all to an even higher level.

When we talk about this, we mention the tools we use to build our platform. Yes, these tools are often social networks. But looking at The Impact Equation as if it were a book about social media is like saying Moby-Dick is a book about boats. The tools do define some of the milieu. We do mention that it’s much easier to build a platform using social-network tools than it was when one had to rely on the attention of the mainstream media.

But that’s not the topic. The topic is impact. This book will explain how to build ideas, how to move them through a platform so they will be seen and discussed, and then build a strong human element around those ideas so people actually know you care about their participation.

It feels a bit strange to continue rehashing this point. Lance Armstrong said, “It’s not about the bike.” No one ever asked Hemingway what kind of typewriter he used to write his stories—well, they probably did, but you see our point.

We’re not writing about Twitter and Facebook and Google+ and Pinterest and Path, because who cares? Those things are temporary, and they aren’t the things that matter. The people are what matters. Are you with us?


PART 1

Goals


1 Working with the Impact Equation

“There are two types of people in this world,” Brett Rogers said. “You’re either a head of lettuce or an apple tree.

“Look, if you want to grow lettuce, you plant your seeds, give a little water, and two or three months later you can make yourself a salad. But that lettuce will spoil soon after it reaches maturity, and good luck trying to save it for the winter, let alone find another use for it other than your burger or Caesar salad.

“I look at my life and my approach to business as that of the apple tree. It takes about six years for an apple to grow from a seed into an apple-producing tree. That’s a long time even in human years. You have to take care of that tree during those six years too, with no guarantee it will make it to maturity. But you know what? At around the six-year mark, that apple tree starts producing apples, and with a little care and a bit of luck that tree could produce apples for well over a hundred years. And apples keep way better than lettuce. Plus, you can make apple juice, apple cider, apple pie, and all sorts of other foods.

“So am I special? No. I just kinda think of myself as an apple farmer, and so I just gotta keep tending the trees until they provide the fruit.”


Brett Rogers is an adventurer with an amazing story. If you haven’t heard of him yet, don’t worry. You’ll be happy you did now.

Most people who watch a bit of television know adventurers like Bear Grylls and Les Stroud. If they read some books, they might know Wade Davis, the great traveling anthropologist, or maybe David Suzuki. Most don’t yet know Brett Rogers, but one day they probably will.

You could call Brett a riverboat captain. He’s a big guy, almost like a bear, and he’s surprisingly young for someone who’s gone on so many adventures. He traveled down the Mississippi and the Yukon rivers on boats free of any fossil fuels—basically epic, glorified rafts. These trips take months, and along the way he documents his process, creating films that help others understand the rivers he loves so much.

How Brett created his career is fascinating, and hearing him talk about his trips is cool, but the most intriguing part is that, ten years ago, his career couldn’t have existed.

Brett’s job is totally new. He isn’t actually paid to travel down these rivers. He isn’t paid by television executives, National Geographic, or the Discovery Channel—well, sometimes he is—but that’s not really what happens. What actually happens, the way it really works, is that he’s paid by people like you and me.

Brett’s job isn’t like that of most documentary filmmakers or even adventurers. Most of these people need to win grant money or borrow from what they call the “3 Fs” (friends, family, and fools). Then, once a filmmaker has funding, he goes out, makes his movie, and then tries to sell it. But not Brett.

He cares who watches his films, of course. He cares about the rivers he travels and about the executives who buy the rights to show his films on television, but his real audience, the people he really cares about, are more committed than that: They are the people who decide they want to go along with him. Here’s how he tells it.

“When I was eighteen, a buddy and myself took a four-day bus trip from Toronto to the Yukon Territory. We ended up hiking an eighty-kilometer trail through Kluane National Park. We crossed raging rivers and hiked over mountains covered in snow. I had always been obsessed with the Yukon since I was a child, thanks to a National Geographic documentary, Yukon Passage, and the writings of Canadian author Pierre Berton. The Yukon was all I had imagined and more, but on the trip home we traveled by ferry through the panhandle of Alaska, and then we hitchhiked across British Columbia before ending up in Jasper. Having just experienced the wilds of the Yukon, I was deeply disturbed by the development of Jasper. Sure, Jasper was a beautiful town, but Jasper was a national park, not Alberta’s answer to Disneyland. I was disturbed.

“I set off for university with the inclination that I knew I wanted to do something that could make the world a better place. The years rolled on by, and the effects of a lifetime of being institutionalized were beginning to dull my spirit; I knew I had to get back to the wilderness. Long story short, one weekend in October of 2003 I had my eureka moment—I was going to build a raft and travel the Mackenzie River.

“I was a geography major at the University of Waterloo, and my facility had video cameras that students could rent out for a few days at a time for projects. I figured since I was going so far north I should make an effort to document the experience, so I ended up pulling some strings and got a brand-new video camera purchased through an endowment fund with permission to borrow the camera for the summer. I set off for the Northwest Territories with some friends, my sister, and a video camera in late June of 2004.”

They ended up with forty-four hours of footage, and eight months later he sold the rights to Into the Midnight Sun to the Documentary Channel in Canada. It premiered in front of hundreds of people at the University of Waterloo.

It was after this premiere that a surprising thing happened: Dozens of people began to approach Brett, asking him to go on his next expedition. He figured, why not build a raft and take it down the Yukon now? He fired off an e-mail making the offer to everyone who had said they wanted to come. He named his price, and eight people agreed. This funded his next documentary in its entirety, and in May 2006, they all headed for the Yukon Territory. His next adventure had begun. He hadn’t been anointed or given the golden touch by some TV station. He didn’t need them. He had picked himself.


We first heard the story of Brett Rogers at a local event where he spoke about his adventures. We were inspired—what he was doing was different. He wasn’t asking permission from anyone before he went out, and he didn’t need any major organization to do it. Brett just decided to leave on his own, figuring it out as he went along. This is something any entrepreneur can get behind, no matter what adventure they’re on. The leap out into the unknown is understood by anyone who takes a chance.

In a way, all those who take that risk are brothers and sisters. We’re all part of the same tribe. We understand that ventures mean you have to put yourself out there, into the unknown. Whether it’s big or small, your project needs attention, and it needs supporters, and it needs help. Adventurers of all stripes understand this.

But the interesting part is this: Though Brett may be trying to make movies to impress a larger audience, the expedition mates who go along with him are his real clients. Only after the fact do the products of his efforts go on to impress people in the production and film industries, as well as “interesting, powerful people in general,” as Brett would say. He has done something interesting, something most never even think of doing, so as he connects to the larger public, his exploits precede him and his ability to have an impact expands.

But the real point isn’t about Brett at all. In a sense, Brett’s story is also your story. Brett loves rivers. He writes about them, travels them, and documents their changes. But we want you to think about your unique contribution and how it belongs in the world of the twenty-first century, where everything is worldwide and instantaneous—a world of YouTube and Twitter and a billion other channels. We want you to think about how your tribe can come from anywhere. We want you to think about how to leave an impression on those who matter and help them gather around you. We want their passion and yours to come together so that you can leave your mark on the world.

In short, we want you to have an impact.


Look, we’re in a time of change. One hundred years ago, fifty years ago, even twenty-five years ago, the world of media was nothing like it is today. This is a unique time.

It’s a time when ideas can spread, maybe for the first time ever, based not on who created them and how important or rich that person is but instead on how good the idea is. A quote, a meme, or a strong emotion can pass through a network of people faster, effecting political change, creating art, or even making people feel closer than ever before. Ideas can help people change the world, and now anyone can become powerful enough to be a catalyst for what matters to them.

There are fewer restrictions on connecting with the ones who matter and speaking to them directly. This is one reason (of many) that we personally feel lucky to be alive. In another world, a long time ago, people just like us talked about their ideas at parties, in their homes, with their friends, but those ideas got nowhere. The ideas died before they had a chance to reach the people who mattered. Today, we talk about them online, where they can change people and, hopefully, help make their lives better.

So what’s unique about this book isn’t that it exists but that two people like us wrote it. We aren’t special. In another time period we would have had nine-to-five jobs with great benefits and no upward mobility. The infrastructure of that time period would have restricted us—now the infrastructure sets us free. We were given opportunity simply because of when we were born and where we happened to be.

But this doesn’t apply only to us. There are fewer excuses than ever. So if you’ve delayed making something of your own or bringing a long-lost idea to life for the first time, congratulations, now is the time to do it. It is perhaps the best time possible, because the barriers are lower than they ever have been.

A good idea now gets less resistance from media, because there are no longer five channels but five billion. Good ideas don’t have to pass through ABC, NBC, CNN, the New York Times, or anything else you recognize before they get to you. An idea may, in fact, go through no outlet you recognize whatsoever, until it suddenly connects with you on Facebook, on Google+, or elsewhere.

We are more platform agnostic than ever. Coming to a new Web site, you may trust it or you may not, but you care much less about where an idea originates and much more about who shared it with you. Our media world is a far cry from listening exclusively to Dan Rather on CBS Evening News, and this is largely because we all get to be a part of it.

In a sense, this is a book about how to be the best medium you can be, whether you are an individual, a small group of upstarts, or a giant organization. It was created in bits and pieces from knowledge we have picked up about what works and what doesn’t, what’s significant and what can be forgotten. It comes from our successes and our failures.

It needs to exist because most people have not been to journalism school or studied to be writers or marketers, and yet everyone must be all of those things. We have all these hats by necessity, not by talent. So more than ever, we need a highly diverse set of competencies that will help us get out there, help us brand ourselves, and help our businesses succeed.

Not everything we write is holy writ, but we have worked hard to make sure that what we talk about is based on principles. Because this book is about spreading ideas and making your mark, we have made sure that it can apply equally across any medium, whether you’re on the social Web or shouting to a crowd in a public square.

We can do this because, at their core, all people influenced by ideas are the same, whether they connect to the idea through Facebook or television. Instead of talking about the medium, we talk about the people and give you some metrics to help reach them effectively. That is why this book is designed around an equation. It’s about the things that matter for you, to get through to the people you care about.


We both naturally understand the technology of social networks, but it isn’t what we care about and it isn’t how we really build our businesses. We don’t think about optimizing the location of the Twitter button or getting the maximum number of retweets or Facebook likes. There are experts who think about this, but we aren’t them. What we think about, at the end of the day, is people.

No matter what happens, whatever the change in technology, people will always stay the same. Whatever, whether they watch one screen or five to relax in the evening, the way people think will always be based on the same brain they, their parents, and their grandparents were born with. Working with and thinking about the human dimension has always served us well because it means we understand the final recipient.

So, we have never been that interested in mathematical notions of popularity or influence, like Klout scores or numbers of followers. It has always been more important to us to develop a connection with a single person, and to know how to do that well, than to do it en masse.

When we developed the Impact Equation, this is what we were thinking about. We were considering what mattered to the person on the other end of the line. We considered what would make a difference to that final individual who connected with an idea and how he or she would perceive it.

In some ways this is easier, because you’re thinking about only one person; but in other ways it’s complex, because who knows what a single person is thinking? That challenge is what the Impact Equation became about.


Impact = C × (R + E + A + T + E)



Contrast. When an idea hits a person, it has to feel like something similar to an idea he or she has already experienced, yet it has to be different enough to get noticed. If every ad were the same, you wouldn’t notice any (and maybe you don’t). We could call Contrast differentiation, interest, or positioning. When you have Contrast right, your work strikes people as being something remarkable.

Reach. This is easy. The higher the number of people you can connect with, the more influential your idea can become. In its rawest form, Reach is about the size of your list or RSS feed, your number of followers, or how many people you connect to in other ways. The higher it is, the better. At least as far as this attribute is concerned.

Exposure. If Reach was all about how many you connect with, Exposure is all about how often you connect to them. Spam tries to reach you every day, yet it’s likely you’ve never fallen prey to it. Why? We consider reaching someone more often to be better, of course, but only up to a point. Understanding Exposure will help you figure out how often, and the best ways, to connect.

Articulation. Some ideas are all over the place, and others are clear as day. High Articulation means an idea is like a sword, cutting through the fog of the brain and hitting you in exactly the right place to make you understand it. If Contrast is about being seen, Articulation is about being understood, instantly.

Trust. The subject of many books (including our 2009 best seller, Trust Agents), Trust still isn’t entirely figured out. It’s a clear factor in impact, but why do we trust someone? The answer “We feel it” simply isn’t good enough. You need to know why. We’ll show you.

Echo. Finally, Echo is all about the feeling of connection you give your reader, visitor, or participant. A single person could be good at Echo but could also alienate a subject entirely, while a huge corporation could, with a single swipe, make you feel something you haven’t felt since childhood.

Together, these six attributes make the acronym CREATE, an easy, memorable word that is at the core of everything you’ll have to do in the twenty-first-century business game. Creation is at the center of lots of your future work, and Impact is the goal. Our plan is to make it clear as day how you can do that.

This book is an opportunity that comes from a moment in time. As you read it, you will discover that some of it is relevant to you and some of it isn’t. That’s okay. If you’re in a small town in central Louisiana, your needs will be different from those of someone in New York City. If you’re widely connected, you will have a vastly different experience from that of someone who is just starting out. This is expected. So judge from your surroundings. Figure out what parts of this opportunity work for you. Picture it like a game, and figure out the easiest, most effective moves to make. Do those first, and see what the results are. If you fail, no big deal. Keep trying. This stuff works; it’s just a matter of figuring out what parts of it will work for you.

The reality is that we really are the first generation of people on this planet to be not only media consumers (like the few generations before us who listened to the radio and watched television) and media creators (which we began to be when reality television took over the airwaves). Finally, for the first time ever, we are all media owners as well. This is important, and it’s the starting point for the rest of this book.


We think the future is bright. And we want to give you access to it. But not ten years from now. Immediately. Right now. We want to help the future along.

We want to do this by making everyone visible and helping everyone have an impact as soon as possible, by giving everyone ways to transmit their ideas as efficiently as possible, so that they can be picked up, retweeted, and remixed and have an impact on people.

Anyone can write a blog post, but not everyone can get it liked forty thousand times on Facebook, and not everyone can get seventy-five thousand blog subscribers. We’ve done these things, but it isn’t because we’re special. It’s because we tried and failed, the same way you learn to ride a bike. We tried again and again, and now we have an idea how to get from point A to point B faster because of it.

In our ideal world, no idea is rejected, ignored, or forgotten because the audience is too small. In our world, people know how to convince others of the things that really matter. In our world, people know how to communicate despite the fact that society is pushing everyone to interact in person less and less. In our world, all of this comes together naturally.

In our ideal world, everyone has a chance to get heard.

So this book isn’t really about the Internet at all; it’s about idea and platform democracy. It’s about the ability to help others with your unique ability, whatever that may be. It’s about solving local and global problems more efficiently, not just for those who have monetary wealth but for those who will have the wealth of community on their side—that is to say, everyone.

We are convinced that we can do this. We are convinced that someone out there can help you find the solution to the problem you have right now. We believe that by spreading this message, we will help that person have an easier time finding you, and you them. And we believe that when you two get together, amazing things will happen. We hope you do too.

Why the Impact Equation Matters

It’s important you know at least a little bit about us. We are businesspeople and media people. On the one hand, we work on projects that make us money, both online and off-line. On the other, we are media makers who use online media channels like Twitter and Google+ and blogs to build our businesses through relationships. Julien was one of the original successful podcasters, and Chris has been a blogger for well over a decade, so we both have always used media production and digital storytelling to grow our business. This influences what we think.

The transformation we see in the media landscape is, in a sense, a power grab, and it will belong to those who are the fastest and the sharpest among us. If we’ve made our case properly, you should be among them, and in fact, that’s where we want you to be. We want to help inform you and therefore make it easier for you to reach your people.

The next set of questions revolve not only around why and how this is important, but also around having a measurable, concrete understanding of how it works and, more importantly, when you’re winning.

We’re in the Wild West, so this is actually harder than it sounds. We don’t truly know how the West was won, but we do know that lots of the rules from the old world got broken in an attempt to claim new territory. So we’re trying here to break everything down to its essential components and nothing more. Then we take those components and try to quantify them, giving us a sense of when we’re doing better or worse than the other guy. This is also kind of difficult, but that’s okay; we like thinking about hard stuff.

We want to go deeper than this. We want to give you a set of metrics you can work with, something that you can bring to a team or work with by yourself to gauge how well you are doing on any given project. We want to help you figure out how to improve what you’re doing by seeing what’s come before. We want something you can put into an Excel spreadsheet, maybe, or even a graph.

The way we see it, any equation that helps us understand how attention and visibility work should be based not in technology but in people. After all, technology changes, but people do not. Consider this example: Imagine you are working on a campaign for your company that involves getting lots of attention to a YouTube video you’ve created and put online. You can measure views, retweets on Twitter, or mentions on Facebook. These are all good things. But we need more than that; we need a way to help understand how the video impacts human beings. This is not measurable by numbers alone. In 2001 David Maister, Charles Green, and Robert Galford came up with the Trust Equation, first published in the book The Trusted Advisor. It quantified abstract, touchy-feely concepts such as “credibility” and “intimacy” to help professionals understand their strengths and weaknesses in their professional relationships.

We’ve been fans of these guys for a while, so we worked with Charles Green to help quantify the phenomena we work with too. We did this because we felt that we didn’t go far enough in Trust Agents, our last book, to help people understand how to behave on the Web. We gave people an idea of what strategies to use but no way to know when they were working. Had we done so, we would have prevented a lot of campaigns and efforts from falling flat—even our own.

By touching upon The Trusted Advisor’s concept of an equation in Trust Agents, we edged closer to what we should have done then. Like a half-completed race, we did not go far enough. Now we hope to correct that effort, leaving you with something concrete to help you gauge everything you do.

By working on each part of the equation, one at a time, you will begin to see what you’re doing right, doing wrong, or not doing at all. You will see where your strengths are and why your ideas are spreading, or why they aren’t spreading as much as you’d like. You’ll understand what it is you need to work on, and you may even be able to prevent your mistakes.

This last part is the one that’s vital. We’re all for making mistakes, yes, but errors mustn’t happen for their own sake (for the hell of it), but rather for learning’s sake (to grow your understanding). So when you begin to use the equation, you can actually look back at your efforts, your launches, or whatever else and say, “Ah, this is what went wrong.”

Here Be an Example of Brett Rogers

We introduced you to Brett Rogers earlier, discussing how he has created a career for himself as an adventurer who travels down rivers alongside other participants. The magic of his career is that he made it himself, out of a passion that he had, and that he did not need the permission of others to do it. He funded his own trips by creating adventures for others. He documented them to continue the process. As crowdfunding businesses like Kickstarter and others continue to reach the marketplace, we will see more of these, but Brett was one of the most unique, and among the first, that we saw.

But how would Brett rate on the Impact Equation? Let’s use him as an example.

Contrast: Brett is like many documentary filmmakers who produce videos of their adventures. He makes us think of a few others, like Ray Zahab and Les Stroud. His category, by definition, makes him stand out, and among those in his category, he is the only one we know of who explores rivers. Beyond that, his expedition on the Mississippi led him to take some of the last footage of the Gulf of Mexico before the catastrophic BP oil spill. This further defines him and what he stands for.

Reach: Brett’s Reach is relatively short by himself. He has been able to air some of his documentaries via the Documentary Channel, which extends it, but recently he’s been building his audience online with a Web series called Old Man River. If he gets permission to communicate with that audience, his Reach will grow.

Exposure: The problem with filmmakers is that they reach people only very seldom, but the good news is that Brett is in his own films. His recent Web series will help him connect to his audience more regularly, since it is episodic. That should help his Exposure and get him remembered.

Articulation: Brett is easily defined. His story is unique and easy to retell once you’ve heard it: “an adventurer who travels down rivers without using a single barrel of oil.” You know what it’s about, and you remember it.

Trust: The style of Brett’s films is raw. They are good quality while still making you feel like you are there. You see him trade jokes with his shipmates and the mistakes they make along the way. The storytelling helps you feel you know him, and reading his biography at BrettOnTheWater.com and seeing his accolades helps you trust him too.

Echo: This attribute is why we connected with Brett in the first place. His story is relatable and unique, and the emotion that he breathes into it is palpable. You can tell he cares about the rivers he travels in, that he wants to protect them and wants you to know why they matter. You watch what he does and you end up caring too.

Hey, that was easy. This is how you rate attributes of the Impact Equation. No numbers necessarily, although you can use them if you like, gauging strengths and weaknesses along the way.


RATING EACH ATTRIBUTE FOR YOURSELF

Okay, you now know the Impact Attributes and you’re ready to learn about them individually. As you do this, you may discover a lot about yourself, your project, or your company. Good, that’s exactly what you need to be doing. But we’d like to take this moment to show you three possible graphs, each of them rating the same project.


[image: image]
Anne Feels She’s Just Starting Out. (Super-Low Ratings Across the Board. Pessimistic.)




[image: image]
Ben Has Been Working on this for a While. (Medium Ratings–Some Good, Some Bad. Realistic.)




[image: image]
Charlie Must Be a Pro. (Super-High Ratings Across the Board. Optimistic.)



Anne, Ben, and Charlie are all thinking about their project after reading this book. They’re each wondering how they can improve what they do. Anne is having a hard time figuring out how to get a leg up on the competition. She feels her project is doing terribly, and after drawing her graph, she gets kind of depressed. Ben draws his graph and thinks, I’m doing all right, and Charlie thinks he’s just amazing. He feels like he’s batting a thousand (or close to that, anyway).

Anne, Ben, and Charlie all work on the same team, but they’re each rating their project differently.

If you’re Charlie, maybe you should stop patting yourself on the back so much. Start getting more ambitious. Are your sevens really huge successes? Perhaps in your industry they are. But try to set your sights higher. Divide all your ratings in two, perhaps, so you end up with something to look forward to.

Then we have Anne. Anne feels terrible because she is looking at a huge amount of work ahead of her and insurmountable odds. Those may be perfectly accurate, sure, but Anne also needs to give herself a break. It’s important, when graphing the attributes, to make sure you see the differences between strong and weak areas. If everything is a one or a two, chill out. Don’t hesitate to give yourself credit where credit is due.

The person who’s probably getting it “right” in this example is Ben. Ben is seeing the progress that needs to be made and also the road behind himself that’s been traveled. Ben has given himself room to expand and sees where his successes are. Whether he
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