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Praise for
The 
Anatomy 
of Buzz
Good buzz starts with a superb customer experience, but how do you build on that? Former marketing VP Emanuel Rosen takes the mystery out of that elusive buzz and shows what companies actually do to get their customers to spread the word. Packed with real-life examples, The Anatomy of Buzz is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand the word-of-mouth phenomenon.”
—Patricia Seybold, CEO, Patricia Seybold Group,
author of Customers.com
Word of mouth is probably the most powerful form of communication in the business world.”
—Regis McKenna, Silicon Valley marketing guru
A landmark book . . . What makes this tome special is the fact that it’s the first scientific approach to this amorphous subject.”
—Lori Ioannou, Fortune Small Business
The greatest advertising medium of them all is the human voice. Emanuel Rosen’s book is an exceptionally useful guide to using this often overlooked method of reaching customers and prospects.”
—Al Ries, chairman, Ries & Ries
The tools of twentieth-century marketing are getting rusty. Progressive marketers are focusing on how the word gets out. Emanuel Rosen’s The Anatomy of Buzz explains why with historical references and contemporary examples. The book is readable, intelligent, grounded, and, most important, useful. Check it out.”
—Paco Underhill,
founder and managing director of Envirosell,
author of Why We Buy
Product buzz and viral marketing are some of the most powerful and cost-effective marketing vehicles ever discovered. Every new company and new product manager hope to benefit from buzz. Many hope that it will just happen, and they are disappointed when it does not. The Anatomy of Buzz explains how to make it happen, bringing analysis, strategy, and insight to the black art of buzz.”
—Steve Jurvetson, managing director, 
Draper Fisher Jurvetson
An insightful look at the power of gossip, especially on the Web.”
—Jeffrey Tarter, Softletter.com
Using products, services, and companies from a wide number of sectors, there’s an example here for any executive who wants to increase business. Not only is The Anatomy of Buzz a fast read, its style and substance make it a great one, too.”
—Candice McFarland, Upside Today
The Anatomy of Buzz hums with electric information and resonant insights for all marketers.”
—Robert B. Cialdini, author of
Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion
Everyone in high-tech knows that word of mouth plays a major role in the adoption of new technologies. 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
and Living on the Fault Line
I cannot remember being so influenced by a book in the past several years.”
—Professor Everett M. Rogers,
author of Diffusion of Innovations
This book primarily stimulates the imagination of practitioners, but it also appeals to academics. To practitioners, it lucidly describes how companies are able to capitalize on the structure of interpersonal networks to unleash the power of positive word of mouth. To academics, the book provides many rich examples that reveal the managerial relevance of their theories and research findings.”
—Peter Reingen,
Distinguished Research Professor of Marketing, 
Arizona State University
The Anatomy of Buzz is an excellent work on how to use PR to build a brand. Emanuel Rosen’s six rules about ads and buzz are worth the price of the book.”
—Jack Trout, coauthor of 
Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind
A good, substantive look at creating word-of-mouth excitement . . . Rosen’s book is a pleasant read with lots of examples, including examples you are not likely to have read previously . . . Unlike many of the latest generation of marketing gurus, Rosen places what is new in the context of what is known.”
—R. M. (Erik) Gordon, Marketing Management

Acknowledgments
There isn’t much formal research on buzz, so in writing this book I relied heavily on the experience of people who have observed the phenomenon and were willing to share their thoughts about it. My own experience with buzz has been mostly in the software industry, so I am especially grateful to people who told me about the phenomenon in other lines of business. People such as Jim McDowell (automotive), Ed Colligan (hardware), Brian Maxwell (consumer products), Reid Rosefelt (independent movies), Alan and Joyce Amaral (toys), Morgan Entrekin and Elisabeth Schmitz (book publishing), Ava DeMarco (fashion accessories), and Margot Fraser (footwear).
These people were willing to stop for a moment and share their observations and insights about word of mouth. I learned a great deal from every one of them. Thanks to Keith Fox, Marleen McDaniel, Cynthia Typaldos, Montrese Etienne, George McMillan, Jim Callahan, Rob Bennet, Charlotte Stuyvenberg, John Rizzo, Helen Rockey, Andrew Beebe, Carl Lennertz, Barry Berkov, Patricia Kelly, Jeff Salmon, Jennifer Gilbert, Kevin Conroy, Dave Kapell, Kim Wylie, John Hawks, Pini Gamzo, Mark Ouimet, Stephen Hollander, Leigh Feldman, Rochelle Newman, Steve Douty, Susan Taylor, Josh Sommer, Darwin Schmidt, Ted Sartoian, Gordon Paddison, Karen Edwards, Kimbal Musk, Maureen Blanc, Arlene Henry, Ed Niehaus, Heidi Roizen, Kamran Elahian, Lois Paul, David Ellington, Kevin Custer, Steve Rubin, Bill McKiernan, Joe Gillespie, Ron Ricci, Len Short, Stacy Horn, George Paolini, Chris Moore, Fred Rogers, John Yost, Tom Daley, Ramanathan Guha, Nirav Tolia, Tom Hall, Alyssa Berman, William New, Jr., Edward Burlingame, Jeff McElnea, David Arctur, Paul Huber, Bob Stevens, Bill Schjelderup, Dana Siebert, Dan Whaley, Jim Desrosier, Chris Scott, Scott Karren, Chad Kinzelberg, Ray Anderson, Steve Cony, Arthur Hughes, Tanya Roberts, Jaleh Bisharat, Jane Howes, and Dean Kephart.
I would like to pay special tribute to one person—the late Linda Pezzano, whom I interviewed a year before she died. Highly creative and energetic, she was a pioneer in word-of-mouth marketing and played a major role in the success of products such as Trivial Pursuit and Pictionary.
Resellers are often in a special position to observe how word spreads in the marketplace. I greatly appreciate the insights I got from several of them: Karen Pennington, David Unowsky, Gary Gray, Beth Reynolds, Mark Benno, Barry Schwartz, and Mike Barnard. I also want to thank the customers I interviewed. They include early owners of the BMW Z3, readers of the book Cold Mountain, and users of the Palm. I wish I could list them all here, but I’d like to send special thanks to Mike Jordan, Lynne Jenkins, Glenn Kowalsky, Jim Thompson, Margaret Van Siclen, Lyn Palme, Janice Shank, Jody Denison, Michael Ford, and Jo Alice Canterbury.
Many writers, analysts, and researchers helped with this project. First, I am deeply indebted to Everett Rogers, who’s been studying Diffusion of Innovations for several decades. His enthusiasm and support from the very beginning of this project have been invaluable! I am also grateful to Tom Robertson, Elihu Katz, Gabriel Weimann, Mark Granovetter, Jonathan Lomas, John Myers, Susan Fournier, Bernd Heinrich, Michael Gale, Lucky J. Meisenheimer, David Sheff, Josh Karliner, Colin Campbell, Seymour Merrin, Patricia Seybold, Ronni Marshak, Stewart Alsop, Mike McGuire, Joseph Byrne, Felipe Korzenny, Sandra Wong, Jeff Tarter, Andy Reinhardt, Rafe Needleman, and David Hogan.
Several members of the International Network for Social Network Analysis were especially open and supportive: Barry Wellman, David Krackhardt, Tom Valente, Ron Rice, Valdis Krebs, and others. Several marketing research firms provided reports that helped me better understand the word-of-mouth phenomenon. Special thanks to Phil Wiseman at Maritz Marketing Research, Diane Crispell at Roper Starch Worldwide, and John Goodman at e-Satisfy.
Haim Zaltzman and Kerry Shaw were instrumental in research and fact checking. I wish I could have included everything that they found—there’s just so much of it. Thanks also to the many people who helped in providing information, locating photographs, and arranging interviews. Special thanks to Mrs. Jenny Bell Whyte, to Sarah Sherman, and to Michael Sherbon for searching for that picture from an article by the late William H. Whyte, Jr. To Reut Dimand I am grateful for fixing some of the photographs in the book.
A number of people were kind enough to read the manuscript or parts of it at various stages and offer valuable suggestions and encouragement. They include Everett Rogers, Erik Steiner, Tom Valente, Bill Barnes, Mel Kopmar, Barak Libai, Steve Jurvetson, Mark Granovetter, Don Norman, Konrad App, Patrick Corman, Adrienne Gordon, Roberta Saxon, Rich Niles, Martin Fong, Ken McDonnell, Martin Mendel, Itamar Simonson, Betsy Kopmar, Kimberly Mattingly, Alison Hamilton, Greg Tananbaum, and Arie Ruttenberg.
My agent, Daniel Greenberg, of James Levine Communications, Inc. has been instrumental in getting this book published, and thanks, Patricia Seybold, for introducing me to Daniel! Helen Rietz and Meredith Alexander did a superb job in editing the book at different stages. Roger Scholl at Doubleday was enormously helpful in tightening the manuscript and turning it into a book. Many thanks go to the wonderful teams at Doubleday in the United States and at HarperCollins in the United Kingdom who have shown so much enthusiasm (and patience).
I learned a great deal about word-of-mouth from my experience with EndNote, and for that I have to thank the team that has developed such a superb product and has created the special user experience that comes with it: Rand, Bill, Sid, Talia, Martin, Jeff, Noah, John, Eric, Rich, Larry, Sam, Darragh, Randy, Peter, Greg, Ezra, Gary, Jeff, Pamela, Anne, Dave, and William. And, of course, thanks to Rich and Lenore Niles for years of productive partnership! Many more people have been involved both in the United States and internationally, but there’s simply not enough room to list them all. There are three people, however, that I want to thank especially: Kimberly, Alison, and Greg, who have been instrumental in making sure that word about EndNote spread as it has.
Finally, I would like to thank the five people to whom I’ve dedicated this book: Daria, Noam, Yonatan, Maya, and Mika, who all served simultaneously as my editors, research assistants, coaches, and family. Thank you.

Photo and Illustration Credits
Drawings of social networks: George Mattingly Design, Berkeley, California. 
© Emanuel Rosen. Pages 
 Photo by author. © Emanuel Rosen. PhotoShop artist: Reut Dimand.
Redrawn from Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 4th ed. (New York, 1995). Adapted with permission from the author. Redrawn by George Mattingly Design, Berkeley, California.
Courtesy, BMW of North America. © BMW of North America.
Tony Coluzzi, www.tonycoluzzi.com. © Emanuel Rosen.
Courtesy, Jenny Bell Whyte (Mrs. William H. Whyte, Jr.). © A.S.C.
Courtesy, Jeep Jamboree USA. © Jeep Jamboree USA.
Courtesy, Polaroid Corporation. © Polaroid Corporation.
AKG London.
Time magazine cover dated April 17, 1964 © Time/TimePix, reprinted with permission from Time, Inc.
 Courtesy, PowerBar. © PowerBar.
Tony Coluzzi, www.tonycoluzzi.com. © Emanuel Rosen.
 Courtesy, Lucky Meisenheimer. From Lucky J. Meisenheimer, Lucky’s Collectors Guide to 20th Century Yo-Yos. History and Values (Orlando, Fla.: Lucky J.’s Swim & Surf, Inc., 1999). Reprinted with permission from the author.
© The New Yorker Collection 1997 Donald Reilly from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

Foreword
New products and services spread among the consumer public through interpersonal communication networks. These networks are for the most part invisible. They often operate in mysterious ways. Thus we are largely blind to this very powerful marketing process. No wonder that we fail so often in our efforts to diffuse innovations.
Emanuel Rosen here illuminates the reality of how “buzz” can be launched and managed so as to more rapidly reach a critical mass of adopters for one’s innovation. Buzz can boost a new idea in the marketplace, or it can destroy one. Both outcomes have occurred, as Rosen shows us, for understandable reasons.
A rich profusion of both positive and negative experiences involving buzz is exposed in this book. My favorite example is the launch of EndNote, a software product for scholars that Emanuel Rosen and his colleagues introduced with a demonstration at the UC Berkeley Faculty Club one afternoon several years ago. Word-of-mouth communication took it from there.
Ever had to redo your references from APA style to JAMA style? I have. When I used EndNote, I had my first contact with Emanuel Rosen. My next intersection occurred in spring 1998, when Emanuel contacted me by e-mail about the role of buzz in the diffusion of innovations. The next day he flew to Albuquerque and met with my class on diffusion.
This field began sixty years ago with a study of the spread of hybrid seed corn among Iowa farmers. The research found that the innovation spread slowly, over about twelve years, even though hybrid seed increased farmers’ yields by 20 percent. At first a very few venturesome farmers adopted, they talked with their neighbors and friends, and these in turn told others about the new idea. The cumulative rate of adoption formed an S curve over the dozen years of the innovation’s diffusion, driven by people talking to other people. Today, some five thousand studies later, we know a great deal more about the diffusion model.
The present book advances these understandings by focusing on the person-to-person process by which information moves through networks. The role of buzz is analyzed as it helped make the PalmPilot diffuse rapidly, how it made a particular new book become an overnight sensation, and how other consumer products sank like lead balloons, despite expensive marketing campaigns.
Rosen draws strategies for creating buzz, such as seeding an innovation with key members of the audience for the new idea. Giving away free samples is wasteful unless they go to the right people, as Rosen explains. The author here uncovers vital details of how a wide range of companies, programs, and organizations have used buzz—and in certain cases been used by buzz.
I find this book to offer 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. The world now is somewhat easier for me to understand.
I commend it to you. If you like it, too, tell others.
EVERETT M. ROGERS
University of New Mexico
March 2000

Part
One
How
Buzz
 Spreads


What
Is Buzz?
1.
I first witnessed how buzz travels years ago. In 1988 I was working at a typical start-up software company in California: five people, four Macs, one PC, and a lot of hope. We had a single product, EndNote, a reference tool for researchers, and it was still a few months away from release. We hadn’t advertised it. In fact, only a handful of people in California knew it existed. Yet we had just received our first order in the mail—and that order came from Princeton, New Jersey. All five of us stood around that purchase order, staring at it and trying to figure out how someone a continent away had learned of us.
Several months earlier I had joined the company’s founder, Rich Niles, to help him market the software. EndNote is designed to help researchers keep track of their references and compile bibliographies at the end of their research papers. Not a very sexy product, I admit, but a very useful tool when you need to organize your research and follow the nitty-gritty requirements of different journals. Rich came up with the idea after he saw how much time his wife, who’s a scientist, was spending compiling bibliographies. Every academic journal has its own protocol for the way they want bibliographic information organized. One journal would want a reference to look like this:
Rogers, Everett M. Diffusion of Innovations. 4th ed. New York: Free Press, 1995.
While another journal would want it to look this way:
Rogers, E. M. (1995). Diffusion of Innovations. (4th ed.). New York: Free Press.
Even with a word processor, you can imagine how tedious this task is when you have to go through and make these changes hundreds of times every year. EndNote stores references in a database format and can display them in any bibliographic style.
When the purchase order we got from New Jersey came in, we called the customer who had placed the order. How had he heard of EndNote? Apparently one of the few people who’d attended a sneak preview of our product in Berkeley, California, several days earlier had been so excited about EndNote that he posted an enthusiastic message on an electronic bulletin board used by academics. One of those academics had just become our first customer.
Before I joined that start-up, I was a copywriter in an advertising agency, and in my mind marketing worked like this: Companies advertise, customers see the clever advertisements that copywriters like me worked to create, and then—and only then—customers buy the products. But this obviously was not what was happening with that EndNote purchase order, and in the following nine years I was reminded thousands of times that in the real world things operate very differently. Since that first order more than two hundred thousand copies of EndNote have been sold, and most customers have told us that they heard about the product not from advertising, not from dealers, not from magazines—but rather from friends and colleagues.
That’s how I became interested in buzz.
After this experience I started to pay more attention to word of mouth. But I was still not sure how important it was in other markets. Maybe, I thought, word of mouth played a significant role only in the academic market or only for software? Once I started researching the topic, however, it became clear that this is not the case. Buzz plays a major role in the purchasing process of many products:
• Sixty-five percent of customers who bought a Palm organizer told the makers of this device that they had heard about it from another person.
• Forty-seven percent of the readers of Surfing magazine say that the biggest influences on their decisions about where to surf and what to purchase come from a friend.
• Friends and relatives are the number-one source for information about places to visit or about flights, hotels or rental cars, according to the Travel Industry Association. Of people they surveyed, forty-three percent cited friends and family as a source for information.
• Fifty-seven percent of customers of one car dealership in California learned about the dealership by word of mouth. “This is not unusual,” says Jim Callahan of the Dohring Company, which conducts surveys for about five hundred car dealerships around the country every year.
• Every year we hear about movies such as The Blair Witch Project or There’s Something About Mary that are driven by word of mouth. Fifty-three percent of moviegoers rely to some extent on a recommendation from someone they know, according to a study by Maritz Marketing Research. No matter how much money Hollywood pours into advertising, people frequently consult with each other about what movie to see.
• Seventy percent of Americans rely on the advice of others when selecting a new doctor, according to the same study. Sixty-three percent of women surveyed for Self magazine cited “friend, family or co-worker referral” as one of the factors influencing over-the-counter drug purchases.
And yet most of today’s marketing still focuses on how to use advertising and other tools to influence each customer individually, ignoring the fact that purchasing many types of products is part of a social process. It involves not only a one-to-one interaction between the company and the customer but also many exchanges of information and influence among the people who surround that customer. Len Short, executive vice president of advertising and brand management at Charles Schwab, summed it up this way: “The idea that a critical part of marketing is word of mouth and validation from important personal relationships is absolutely key, and most marketers ignore it.”
What Exactly Is Buzz?
A kid stands outside a school leaning against the fence. He’s about thirteen, wearing jeans and a baseball cap, and playing with a yo-yo. He’s good. A younger kid walks by, carrying a backpack that may weigh as much as he does. He stops. His eyes follow the yo-yo that now spins in the air in ways that would make Newton go back and check his gravity theories.
“Where’d ya get it?” the young kid asks softly.
The older kid keeps working.
“What kind is it?” the younger kid asks a little louder this time.
“Yomega,” says the older boy. “The Brain.”
“Brain?”
“They call it ‘The Brain.’ It knows when to come back to your hand. It’s cool.”
This type of exchange is the basic building block of buzz. I call it a “comment.” When you add up all the comments made at a certain point in time about this yo-yo, you get the buzz about Yomega. In the end, buzz is the sum of all comments about a certain product that are exchanged among people at any given time.
Now, my definition of buzz is broader than others. Newsweek, for example, defined buzz in a 1998 article as “infectious chatter; genuine, street-level excitement about a hot new person, place or thing.” This is a journalist’s definition of the new: what’s hot, what’s attracting people’s attention not just today but this very hour. Marketers and entrepreneurs, however, have a lot to gain from exploring what customers are saying about their products, not only when they are ultra new but also when these products are established. For this reason I’ve chosen to discuss buzz in a more general sense. Buzz is all the word of mouth about a brand. It’s the aggregate of all person-to-person communication about a particular product, service, or company at any point in time.
People all around the world constantly exchange comments about everything, from golf to the meaning of life. Comments use many vehicles, but whether they move over phone lines, in e-mail messages, on paper, or over the dinner table, comments always start in one brain and end up in another. “Tootsie is my favorite movie of all time.” This “comment” came from my brain and has just landed in  yours. Billions of comments move between people in this way every day. Comments about relationships, movies, food, money. Comments in Japanese, English, Swedish. Comments that convey excitement, puzzlement, indifference, surprise. In this book I focus on those comments that are exchanged about products and services.
How Does Buzz Travel?
Buzz travels in invisible networks. To better understand what a network is, it’s useful to think of a rough parallel: the airline system. Imagine that you’re sitting in a control room where you can see all the flight routes in the world. On the large screen in front of you, all the airports are represented by dots (these are called “nodes”), and all the routes among them are represented by lines (these are called “links”). The first thing you’ll probably notice are hub airports, which are the transfer points for numerous flights. You’ll also notice some clusters in certain areas. All the airports in France are somehow connected to each other, and the airports in Japan are closely connected among themselves in a similar way. Of course, Tokyo and Paris are also connected to each other, so ultimately every airport in Japan can be said to connect with every airport in France.
Now imagine that you’re in a different control room, but from this control room you see not the connections between airports but those made between people. All 6 billion people on our planet. On a huge screen (say, the size of a screen at an Imax theater) there are 6 billion little blue dots, connected by thin glowing lines. The huge diagram represents an information network that consists of established connections between people. These are the invisible networks. Here, too, there are hubs, people who are especially well positioned to transmit information. Here, too, there are clusters, areas where people are more densely connected to each other. And here, too, these clusters are connected among themselves, so ultimately everyone is somehow linked to everyone else.
As you look at this huge screen, you notice a constant flow of green sparks between certain nodes. These are comments. This is buzz. When the boy who talked about Yomega said, “It’s cool,” a green spark went from the node that represents him to the node that represents the little boy. Sometimes there is an exchange of sparks back and forth between two or more nodes, representing a conversation. Sometimes sparks move from one node to thousands or millions of other nodes, such as when Oprah recommends a book to viewers of her show or Walt Mossberg of The Wall Street Journal writes about the latest thing in the computer industry.
This image is the foundation of this book: 6 billion glowing blue dots—the people on this planet—some of whom are linked by established connections. Green sparks—comments—constantly travel over these established connections. As new friendships are formed, new blue lines or connections appear. Some connections gradually disappear as people lose touch.
If you could put a filter in front of this huge picture that would weed out all the comments relating to other subjects, you’d be able to see the buzz about your company or product. The people at Yomega would perhaps see only those green sparks going on about their yo-yos. A maker of a medical device would see all the comments being made among physicians about a new product. A book publisher would see how many comments are transmitted about a new title, where in the networks there’s more buzz and where there’s less, where the buzz starts, where it is blocked, and so on . . .
To illustrate this concept I decided to take a snapshot of the buzz surrounding the movie Shakespeare in Love among some students at a West Coast university shortly after its release. My assistant, Haim Zaltzman, asked students to name individuals with whom they had discussed the movie. We weren’t conducting a scientific study—it was just a way to translate to a real-life example the image of how networks work. Based on our results we were able to draw the following illustration, depicting just a minuscule fraction of the buzz about the movie. Each figure represents a student. The gray lines represent social ties. On top of some of these gray lines, the thin black lines indicate the path of comments exchanged about the movie between two students.
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A snapshot of the buzz about Shakespeare in Love among eight students.
This again is merely an encapsulation of the buzz at a given point in time among these eight students. A month later the pattern of buzz may have been totally different. It also reflects only the buzz about that particular product—just one movie.
Although it’s not very likely that you’ll ever sit in front of such a screen and be able to watch how the buzz about your product spreads in the invisible networks, there is value in visualizing it. In this first part of The Anatomy of Buzz I’ll begin to explore the workings of the invisible networks and the buzz that spreads through them. In the second part I’ll identify success factors associated with good buzz. Finally, in the third part I will look at specific techniques that stimulate the flow of these comments in the invisible networks.

The Invisible
Networks
2.
Kamran Elahian is still proud of Momenta, a sleek-looking computer that made the cover of Byte magazine in November 1991. The machine was built in a shape of a pyramid, slightly larger than a sheet of paper. You’d handwrite your notes on the screen, although you could also attach a keyboard to the computer. “You could even unfold it and put it on top of an overhead projector,” he says enthusiastically, as if he still had some units in stock for sale.
Elahian founded Momenta in 1989. A Silicon Valley entrepreneur with a couple of business-to-business success stories behindhim, he wanted to create the first pen-based computer to go beyond niche markets, one that would be used by executives on the road. At first the prospects looked rosy. Elahian hired a team of executives from big Silicon Valley companies. They started development and began getting the market excited. At the 1991 Comdex, the preeminent annual computer-industry trade show, everybody was talking about Momenta. The fifteen-foot model of the pen-based computer Elahian created could not be ignored even at this glitzy show.
The ads the company created were elegant. A two-page ad in PC Magazine showed a businessman lying on his stomach using Momenta. The caption read, “Please do not attempt this on just any computer.” The text that followed described a computer that “has finally caught up with the way you work,” equipped with a wide range of unique, pen-specific software. “You can write directly on the screen,” it read. “Or use the keyboard.”
The PR campaign was well orchestrated and got the media’s attention. “It sounded like a great concept,” says Rafe Needleman, who wrote for Infoworld at the time. Andy Reinhardt, who worked for Byte magazine, also remembers the anticipation. He was intrigued by the interesting approach, the good funding, and the impressive management team. As a result of these PR efforts, the Momenta computer was featured on the covers of eight magazines.
Everything was so right, and yet, in the three years between 1989 and its bankruptcy in 1992, Momenta lost more than $40 million and left dozens of people without jobs.
I tell this story to make a point. Buzz is not about elegant advertising or glitzy trade shows. It’s about what happens in the invisible networks—the interpersonal information networks that connect customers to each other. It’s about what customers—the people who pay money for products—tell each other about these products. And the word on the street about Momenta wasn’t great.
Why wasn’t the buzz great? Because the product wasn’t great. Buzz starts with a superior user experience, and nothing in this book will help if your product doesn’t deliver such an experience. Moreover, the Momenta team broke one of the basic rules in managing buzz: Never set expectations that you cannot exceed or at least meet. Users I talked to remember the first time they put their hands on a Momenta computer as a very disappointing experience. “The technology didn’t live up to the hype,” explains Needleman. Momenta was slow, and the screen was hard to read. Poor handwriting recognition. Not enough software. A short battery life. All of these things sparked disappointment rather than excitement.
The fact is that marketing budgets are not the key to good buzz. “We didn’t [realize] that this is not something that you can push on people,” says Elahian, who now is chairman of several (much more successful) high-tech companies. “Humble marketing” may sound like an oxymoron, but it’s not. When you look at the early days of a product like the Palm, which got tremendous word-of-mouth support, you see just that. “Our mantra was ‘Underpromise and overdeliver,’” says Ed Colligan, former vice president of marketing at Palm Computing. Of course, variables such as timing, technology, and pricing all played a role in the PalmPilot’s success and in Momenta’s failure, but one cannot ignore the different styles of marketing. The Momenta team tried to push its computer on customers, while the Palm team let the product spread almost by itself through the invisible networks, allowing people to discover the product, get excited about it, and tell their friends. They didn’t push. This was right for the mid-1990s, and it is even more right in today’s climate.
Why Have Networks Become So Important?
Invisible networks have always been important in the diffusion of certain products. Today they are critical and can no longer be ignored. In order to compete, companies must understand that they are selling not to individual customers but rather to networks of customers. There are three reasons for the increased importance of buzz: noise, skepticism, and connectivity.
1. Customers can hardly hear you. There’s too much noise. A lot has been written about information overload, so I’ll be brief. In his book Information Anxiety, Richard Saul Wurman argues that “a weekday edition of the New York Times contains more information than the average person was likely to come across in a lifetime in seventeenth-century England.” In addition to editorial information, each customer is exposed to an avalanche of commercial messages. Advertising experts estimate that each customer may be exposed to more than fifteen hundred ads every day. To protect themselves, consumers filter out most of the messages they are exposed to from the mass media. They do, however, listen to their friends.
2. Customers are skeptical. I remember once standing at our booth at a trade show. We were about four weeks away from releasing a new version of our software. A young scientist stopped by the booth, and I showed him how the new software worked. He was impressed, but when I told him that this version was going to be released in a month, he turned around before I could say anything, muttered “Vaporware,” and walked away. It didn’t matter to him that I’d just showed him a working version (which had been under development for more than a year). As far as he was concerned, this software didn’t exist, and he obviously didn’t believe that it was going to be released in four weeks. Research shows that most customers share a similar sense of skepticism. According to a survey by the public relations firm Porter Novelli, only 37 percent of the public considers information that comes from a software or computer company “very or somewhat believable.” If you’re with a pharmaceutical company, the number is 28 percent. Car manufacturers rate 18 percent, insurance companies 16 percent. And can we blame people for being so skeptical? Think of your own experience as a customer. How many times did you feel misled or disappointed?
3. Customers are connected. The third and the most dramatic reason for the rise in the importance of invisible networks is that customers have found new tools for sharing information. Customers have always talked to each other, but now, on the Internet, giving and asking for advice is just easier. It’s as simple as typing a sentence and sending it off into cyberspace. “What camera should I buy?” one customer asks and provokes a heated discussion on one newsgroup. “Should I get DVD?” another customer asks on a different forum. In a discussion group for pregnant women, an emotional debate over Similac versus breast-feeding is taking place. On a forum for Jeep owners, a new owner asks what to say to his friends who tease him about the reliability of his new car (“They bought transportation appliances, you bought a piece of history,” one veteran Jeeper tells him).
These new tools allow customers to communicate not only with people they know but with total strangers. They essentially allow each customer to broadcast information to the rest of the world. And it’s not limited to discussion groups. Look at the software Third Voice, for example. It lets customers add their own notes to companies’ Web sites. “We’re glad you’re here,” one Web site for a car company greets you. “Whatever,” one user comments. Next to the “What’s New” link, another person posts a note about his experience with their car: “I was spending so much on repairs from 16,000 miles on that I could not afford to keep it. I bought [another brand] three years ago . . . problem solved!!”
Information and influence are no longer held by a few top journalists. These media people can still be very influential, but so can the thousands of customers who use Web sites and newsgroups to express their opinions. Instead of just Car & Driver, a leading magazine for car enthusiasts, we see thousands of Web sites for car owners managed by car owners. There are hundreds of customers’ Web sites related to Jeep and more than a thousand Mustang-related Web sites. Message boards on different on-line forums have discussions about almost every model. The writers of Car & Driver still have an impact, because every message they generate is printed in 1.2 million copies, but the many connected customers are emerging as good sources for information as well—providing a second tier that cumulatively can be as important as media reviewers.
Ed Niehaus, president of NRW, a PR firm in Silicon Valley, uses a rock concert metaphor to describe the shift. In the old days it was clear that the stars—the press and analysts—were up onstage and “regular customers” were in the audience. “The Internet suddenly puts a next ring of people, the people in the first twenty rows, onstage,” says Niehaus. Perhaps the best-known case of a company that experienced the power of “the people in the first twenty rows” is Intel. In 1994 a college professor noticed a division error in Intel’s Pentium chip. In a way that professor was suddenly onstage, and he grabbed hold of the microphone. The news about the minor error spread quickly on the Internet and even more quickly when Intel tried to belittle the problem. Customers flooded Intel with e-mails and phone calls. At one point the company was getting 25,000 calls a day requesting a no-questions-asked return policy on the microprocessor. Intel refused at first. But the chipmaker was bombarded with bad press, and its stock dropped sharply—stocks are very responsive to buzz. Eventually Intel had to change its policy. The company ended up taking a write-off to the tune of $475 million. The lesson to Intel? “Pay attention to the people who are onstage, and there are a lot more of them than there ever were before,” says Niehaus. Intel has since adopted a much more proactive approach, monitoring the Internet for possible complaints and publishing extensive documentation of bugs.
The power shift is seen across industries. Hollywood has tried for years to control and manage word of mouth, by releasing information selectively and covering any problems behind a wall of secrecy. Now, on the Internet, customers can spread rumors (true or false) that are fueled by industry insiders who serve as “spies.” “A guy living in his basement can bring the studios to their knees,” says Reid Rosefelt, president of Magic Lantern, a PR firm in the film industry.
Customers are very aware of the power shift. Here’s a comment one car owner sent me about the company that sold him his car: “. . . for years they have been able to pull the wool over our eyes. Well, that has ended.” Ten years ago this customer could have told his family and friends about his experience with the car company. Now look at all the options that he has to share his frustration (or his joys) with thousands, even millions, of other people:
• He can e-mail his thoughts to all of his friends.
• He can participate in chats or newsgroups to voice his opinion.
• He can annotate the Web site of the car company with his own comments about their claims.
• He can rate the car on a consumer Web site such as Deja.com or Epinions.com.
• He can publish the information on his own Web site.
• He can start a Web site dedicated to that car company (a fan site or a protest site).
“If [the car company] had their way,” he wrote, “owners would be forbidden to speak to each other. We know too much.” But customers can talk to each other now, thanks to the Internet, and they do. And, of course, to the thousands of conversations that we see in public newsgroups and on-line forums we should add countless private conversations, comments and exchanges of information.
The Rise of Aggregated Buzz
New tools that are emerging on the Net can make electronic word of mouth even more powerful tomorrow. I call them “Aggregated Buzz Tools.” They are essentially databases that store people’s experience with products and services. Perhaps the best-known example of such a tool in the off-line world is the Zagat Report. Nina and Tim Zagat, two lawyers from New York City, started this as an informal restaurant poll they shared with friends. In 1979 they published their first Zagat New York City Restaurant Survey. The idea was simple: Instead of relying on the opinion of a few restaurant critics, why not hear what many people think about a particular restaurant? Restaurantgoers volunteer to submit their ratings on special forms. The people at Zagat summarize these ratings and publish them in their familiar burgundy guides. The democratic approach to ratings seems to be attractive to many people. In 1998 more than six hundred thousand copies of the New York guide of Zagat were sold according to the company. Since May 1999 the report has been accessible on-line.
Several Internet start-ups are developing new tools that hope to become the Zagats of all other product categories—cameras, cars, appliances, and so on. For these tools to succeed, their creators need to address three issues: attracting enough people to participate, preventing ballot-stuffing, and making the information relevant to customers. One company that has an interesting way of addressing these issues is Epinions.com. First, they do it by asking readers of the reviews to rate the reviews themselves, so biased reviews will go to the bottom of the list and reviews that most people find useful will rise to the top. They also keep track of how many times a review is being read. “If you write a review and no one reads it, then it’s going to fall off to the bottom,” says Bill Gurley of Benchmark Capital, one of the venture capital firms backing the company.
They also try to mimic word of mouth as it happens off-line. “In the real world you don’t walk out on the street, flag down the first guy, and say, ‘Hey, what’s your opinion on this?’” says Nirav Tolia, CEO of the company. You also don’t conduct a survey of a random hundred people. “You go to a person you trust,” says Tolia. So on Epinions.com you don’t simply see three hundred reviews of a popular book. You see reviews by people whose opinion you respect. How does the system know who they are? It learns over time whom you trust by the ratings you give other people’s reviews. You can also tell the system explicitly who your trusted friends are, and this will guarantee you’ll see their reviews first.
Further down the road, if enough people submit ratings of products, such tools can cause a real consumer revolution, giving customers accurate information on failure rates of products and customer satisfaction levels. The answer to a question like “Which microwave oven breaks the least amount of times?” exists out there in the world. The problem is that it is currently scattered over several million brains. Aggregated buzz tools could summarize it in one place.
What Does It Mean in Terms of Marketing?
If these aggregated buzz tools take off, the importance of quality will increase even more. If your company makes a CD player that breaks five times a year, this information will suddenly become public knowledge. As a result, the best marketing advice here would be advise the R&D department to make a better CD player.
It will also mean higher standards in customer service. Irate customers don’t have to wait for these tools to post horror stories on-line—they complain on-line today. But if service ratings become standard, they will become a competitive tool for companies that get high ratings. For example, before you open a new checking account at a bank, you may take a peek at one of these sites to see how customers rate your bank on service. The level of detail these tools will allow goes far beyond what any magazine could ever achieve. Once they’re ubiquitous, you’ll even be able to compare levels of service in different branches in your neighborhood, or chart how consistent service has been over a period of time.
Keep in mind that the editors of such sites will also be very influential, because they will be setting the agenda. Part of the outcome of any rating is determined by selecting which features the public is asked to rate. Suppose dishwashers are rated on how clean the dishes get, on loading capacity, and on their design. If the strongest features of the dishwasher your company makes are its energy-saving aspects and low noise level, it won’t necessarily fare well. You would want to educate the editors about the importance of these features. This is especially true for new or evolving product categories, where features are still changing.
Overall, aggregated buzz tools are good news to companies with high-quality products and excellent service and bad news to companies that try to get away with less than the highest standards. This doesn’t mean, unfortunately, that bad companies will disappear. But the rise of democratic measuring tools is likely, over time, to improve the quality of products and services we use.
And this is just the beginning of a major power shift. Although Baby Boomers are a big part of the current revolution, many Boomers still don’t rely on others as much. But for Generation Y—the 60 million born between 1979 and 1994—asking for advice on-line is second nature. Word of mouth is how they shop. As this generation gains buying power in the next ten years, expect buzz to become even more important. As more customers will spend more time on the Internet. As an explosion of wireless communication devices will increase customer connectivity even further. As these mobile devices will tap in to the Internet, customers will get even more connected to this vast depository of opinions, often right at the point of purchase.
“Word of Mouth on Steroids”
The fact that customers are connected can work for or against companies. Both good and bad buzz spreads much faster. “It’s word of mouth on steroids,” says Steve Douty, former vice president of marketing at Hotmail, a company that may have experienced the fastest adoption rate of a new product ever—from 0 to 12 million subscribers in just eighteen months. The Internet accelerates buzz in ways that were hard to imagine just a few years ago. Granted, Hotmail didn’t generate much revenue during its life as a start-up. But to learn about buzz on the Net, we need to look at those companies that have been successful in creating it.
The Hotmail story started in 1995, when two young men from Silicon Valley, Sabeer Bhatia and Jack Smith, decided to start a company that would develop Java programming tools to help publish databases on the Internet. Both of them worked for a different company at the time and didn’t want to use the company’s e-mail account for their start-up. This gave them an idea that sounded much more interesting than the Java tools—a free e-mail service that could be accessed through the Web.
Bhatia and Smith started making the routine rounds among venture capitalists, trying to raise money. After about twenty rejections they came to the venture capital firm of Draper Fisher Jurvetson (DFJ). Venture capitalists are used to hearing inflated numbers, but Steve Jurvetson remembers Bhatia’s as being “the most hallucinogenically optimistic forecasts that you could imagine.” Still, DFJ liked the idea and gave the young men $300,000 in seed money. In the course of their meetings, Tim Draper of DFJ suggested that they add a line at the bottom of each e-mail message sent by a subscriber of the service: “Get your free e-mail at Hotmail.com.” This, he thought, would help spread the word as people used the service. Bhatia and Smith were concerned initially that this might turn people off. “It took a meeting or two before they agreed,” Jurvetson recalls.
The service was launched on July 4, 1996, Independence Day. The day was symbolic of the fact that their e-mail service was independent of your computer, of any software or portal. As people found out about the free service, they would tell their friends. The word started to spread
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