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Kerry O’Shea Gorgone:   Welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’m your 
host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Thank you for listening.  

 
 As always, if you like what you hear on the podcast, or even if you don’t, we’d love to hear from 

you. Please do leave us a comment on our website, write us a review on iTunes, or reach out to 
me on Twitter @KerryGorgone. 
 
Today on Marketing Smarts I’ll talk with Christopher S. Penn, an authority on digital marketing 
and marketing technology. A recognized thought leader, author, and speaker, he has shaped 
three key fields in the marketing industry; Google Analytics adoption, data driven marketing and 
PR, and email marketing.  

 I invited Chris to Marketing Smarts to talk about his new book Leading Innovation, which 
teaches organizations how to implement and scale innovative practices to direct change. Chris is 
bar none one of the smartest people I have ever met and I’m very excited to have him with us 
today. 

 Chris, thanks so much for talking with me.  

Christopher Penn:   Thanks for having me. I’m a big fan of the MarketingProfs podcast. In fact, you and I 
have talked podcasting tips at the last couple MarketingProfs B2B Forums. 

Kerry: Forever, it’s true. Yet we weren’t connected on Skype. 

Chris: Can’t be everywhere all of the time.  

Kerry: I always call you Christopher Penn, but you told me when we ran into each other that you’re 
Chris all the time unless Chris Brogan is there. 

Chris: Exactly. Just to differentiate us.  

Kerry: What do you prefer?  

Chris: Anything except “hey jerk.” I have low standards when it comes to what you call me.  

Kerry: That’s funny. I saw that the very first story in your book is all about how innovation started at 
AT&T because you were basically a bored summer employee.  

Chris: That’s right. I was a high school summer intern and I was originally an administrative assistant to 
an executive administrative assistant.  

Kerry: What does that mean?  

Chris: Basically you’re the coffee kid and then you get all the busywork that other people don’t want to 
do. This was in the early 1990s. Back then there was this division of the company that was called 
winbacks, and there were two other phone companies they cared about back then, MCI and 
Sprint.  Sprint still exists today, but it’s not the same Sprint as back then. Every day (I forget how 

http://www.marketingprofs.com/podcasts/
http://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/marketing-smarts-from-marketingprofs/id468650101
http://www.twitter.com/kerrygorgone
https://gumroad.com/l/leadinginnovation
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many) retail stores would measure how many customers came back to AT&T from MCI or Sprint, 
hence the name winback.  

 They had this amazing system – amazing in a bad way – where they would print out 700 pages 
of spreadsheets and put them in these big elaborate “for authorized employees only” envelopes 
with purple stripes on them. You had to walk them from one end of the office to the other, 
which when the office is a mile long is quite the challenge.  

 Every day they would drop off 700 pages of paper. My first day on the job I was like, “You have 
got to be kidding me. You want me to leaf through this, put sticky notes on every page for the 
number of winbacks in that store?” Then at the end they would tabulate it all and turn it into 
two bullet points, percentage of winbacks and number of winbacks. That was it.  

Kerry: When you say tabulate, you mean by hand?  

Chris: By hand with a little pocket calculator. That was the way they explained the job to me on the 
first day.  

Kerry: What did they tell you before you took the job? 

Chris: That it would just be clerical work for minimum wage. So I did the job as described on the first 
day. On the second day I said, “There is definitely a better way to do this.” It was an Excel 
spreadsheet.  

 It wasn’t even email, I think it was Lotus Notes back then, I messaged the person who sent me 
the spreadsheets and said, “Can you just email me the file instead?” They asked, “Can it do 
that?” Just drag it onto this message. They were like, “Really? That’s so cool. You mean I don’t 
have to print out 700 pages a day?” No, you don’t. 

 So they emailed me the file. I get this thing and it’s just an Excel spreadsheet. If you’ve had some 
experience with Excel you know that it comes with built-in programming language called Visual 
Basic. It’s not a super sophisticated, but it’s good enough. I wrote a script instead of having to 
hand tabulate 700 pages, because it was the same data point on every single sheet, something 
like Cell P-215. I wrote a script to go through and add all of this up and just give me the final 
number at the end.  

 By lunchtime on day two I had gotten the script working. From then on all I had to do was come 
in the morning, push the go button on the script for the previous day’s spreadsheet, and by 9:15 
I was done with my day’s work because it took the previous task owner the entire eight hours of 
the day just to slog through this pile of paper.  

Kerry: What did you do with your stolen time?  

Chris: The thing about AT&T back then is their corporate headquarters was a lot like the major 
corporate headquarters of companies today. It had a Laundromat, a dry cleaner, a full research 
library, back then it was a big deal to have access to a LexisNexis system so you do research. I 
basically did research, did random tech support, and wandered around the building. No one 
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really cared because my work was getting done and the accuracy was better than ever. People 
were happy, the executives were happy. 

 Then as summer came to end and I went back to high school, the person I was working for asked 
me to train my successor on it.  

Kerry: “Push this button.”  

Chris: Push this button, go get your coffee, and when you come back it will be done. That’s it. They 
were like, “I guess we don’t need this job anymore.”  

Kerry: Oh no. That’s innovation that arose partially from boredom, but partially from the skills that you 
had that you were not using.  

Chris: Pretty much. This is the thing about innovation. Innovation doesn’t mean creativity. People 
conflate the two, but they’re not the same thing. I’m going to be a little nerdy here. If you look 
at the word innovation it’s from the Latin innovare, which means new, it’s new from the inside. 
You take something old, stuff you already have, and you create something new.  

 There’s a Japanese proverb which means “study something old to learn something new.” That’s 
what innovation is, to take something you have as the ingredients and mix them up in a 
different way.  

 We’ve all done this. If you’ve ever had to cook for your family, you walk into the kitchen and 
you’re about to make your favorite recipes and realize you’re missing an important ingredient. 
You look around and don’t have time to run to the store, “I’ll make something new out of the 
stuff that I have rather than going to the store.” That’s innovation.  

 Sometimes it’s awful. I made chocolate cream of wheat once. Never make that.  

Kerry: Gross. 

Chris: Yeah, it did not go well. But sometimes you come up with something really new and it’s just 
amazing and your family says, “Always cook that for dinner from now on.”  

Kerry: You said yourself, failing is not a bad sign. Failing is a good sign because it means you’re 
experimenting.  

Chris: Exactly. This is where companies fall down. If you were to say, “Where do companies fail to 
innovate? What goes wrong?” It’s typically on the second part of the process. There are four 
steps to the framework of innovation; learn, experiment, adjust and distribute. People fall down 
on experimentation. 

 They are either unwilling to take risks or unable to take risks – and to be fair, I’ve worked in a 
fair number of corporations where risk taking was the fastest way to take the ladder out the 
door. Experimentation, being unable or unwilling to take risks is a big part of why innovation 
fails. Or failing to use the scientific method and just doing things haphazardly. Sometimes that 
works out, but most of the time you can’t make something that is repeatable and therefore you 

http://www.christopherspenn.com/2013/08/study-something-old/
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have a one-off rather than a recipe that you can then adjust and hand to the rest of the 
organization.  

Kerry: Which would you say was the situation with AT&T? They had these reams of data and then they 
had someone like you who is clearly very capable, I’m sure they would have had other people 
who would have theoretically been capable but nobody else had thought of it. Why?  

Chris: Back then I actually would say that was not the case. Computers and technology were so new at 
that point in the time that the skills weren’t even there. It wasn’t that the skills were latent in 
the organization, they simply did not exist. The person I worked for was an executive assistant to 
a director, which is an e-level executive in the organization, who did not have a computer and 
required her executive assistant to print out all of her email, alphabetize it, and put it on her 
desk every day. So the skills just weren’t in the organization at the time.  

 Today I think that’s far more likely the case. Everybody seems to have access to the internet 
within the walls of most corporations. It may be restricted heavily, but you have access to it. 
People have smartphones. I forget what the latest stat was, something like 87% of the 
population uses a smartphone or a cell phone. We now have the technology, so now it’s a 
question of do you have the skills to use the technology.  

 If you were to extend the kitchen analogy, back in the ‘90s with the AT&T example nobody even 
knew what a frying pan was. Today we have plenty of frying pans but there are still a lot of 
people who don’t know how to cook. 

Kerry: I’m one of them. It’s funny to me to think about you being relegated to that level of intern, it’s 
like if Stephen Hawking was a barista, it just doesn’t make sense to me. 

 Let’s talk about the value of innovation. Why should companies seek to cultivate innovation 
among their employees?  

Chris: Innovation, because you’re taking something old and turning it into something new, that’s the 
easiest way to disrupt yourself. If you disrupt yourself and are constantly challenging what you 
create, you don’t give competitors much of a chance to do it that to you. Someone is always 
going to disrupt the market, someone is always going to go from the horse drawn carriage to the 
automobile. The question is who is going to be, is it going to be you or is it going to be someone 
else.  

 By far the best example of this is the late Steve Jobs who was able to wreck his own products. If 
you think about it, when he rolled out the iPhone he killed the iPod when the iPod was going 
strong. If you look at Pew Research data from the last decade, at the time the iPhone came out 
the iPod was the dominant MP3 player and the MP3 market had solid growth. It was starting to 
plateau some, but there was still a lot of life left in that market. He took basically what was an 
iPod of sorts, expanded it and added phone capability to it, and it broke his own product.  

 Again when the iPad came out, it really started the tablet revolution and had damaged the 
desktop and laptop market. He took these things and made the most valuable brand in the 
world because he was willing to break his own products, he was willing to break his own market.  
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 We have to do something in all of our own organizations. We have to be constantly taking our 
stuff and thinking, “What can we make that’s even better than this?” and ruining it.  

 I’ve been working at Shift Communications now for three years and we’ve gone through 
multiple iterations of things like the social media press release, data driven PR, analytics. It’s 
funny because I’ll talk to a client that has been with us for a year, two years, three years, and 
they’ll say, “You told me something different last year.” Well, yes, that was last year’s answer, 
this is this year’s answer, it’s different, it’s better. I’m sorry, but this is going to give you better 
results.  

 If you’re willing to break things and you have people and customers to make that sacrifice in 
order to upgrade, the value of innovation is that you get to remain the leader.  

Kerry: But innovation from throughout the organization, not just one person who is like the director of 
innovation but innovation from all of your employees at all levels, right?  

Chris: Absolutely, yes. It is a culture, it is something that you have to foster from within. Inside an 
organization the biggest falling down point is aversion to risk. Like we were talking about earlier, 
if you’re not willing to fail, if you’re not willing to expend real resources of time, energy, and 
money on failure, you will not have innovation. You may have a couple of people here and there 
going rouge and that’s fine, but ultimately you have to have a culture where failure is okay, 
where it’s celebrated.  

 There are some companies in Silicon Valley that have project death parties where they celebrate 
when that project completely blew up and they have pizza or whatever. Obviously it’s not as big 
a budget affair as when a project succeeds, but it’s still celebrates and says to people that 
innovating and experimentation is okay.  

Kerry: Mitzi Perdue wrote a book about Frank Perdue and how he ran his chicken business, and she 
was mentioning that they have a culture of innovation there. One of the factory workers had 
this idea for new packaging for the chicken that would save space in the truck. It’s the same 
amount of product in the package, it’s just a smaller package and it fits better. The customers 
hated it. Even though it was better for the environment and had better shipping costs, the 
customers felt like they were being shortchanged, so Frank Perdue deep sixed the idea. But he 
told the guy it was a great idea, it’s just not going to work, and he gave him this giant worst idea 
ever award or something like that. Apparently it was one of the guy’s most prized possessions. 

Chris: What’s interesting is that may have just been ahead of its time, because if you think about how 
products in the market have differentiated and split so much. When you go to the supermarket 
now there are 102 varieties of tomato sauce. That product may have been behind its time back 
then because it was “we’re doing this new thing,” as opposed to “Here’s another choice that 
you can have. Some of you are going to want the old packaging, some of you may want the new 
packaging.” Again, that goes back to experimentation.  

 Today we have better tools, better analytics, better analysis methods that will let us experiment 
and find out a certain portion of this population that we serve loves the new thing. Think about 
back to the ‘80s when there was New Coke and what a disaster that was for Coca-Cola. 

http://www.shiftcomm.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Coke


MARKETING SMARTS PODCAST | TRANSCRIPT 
Innovate in the Boardroom (and the Mail Room) with Christopher S. Penn 

 
 

  
 

Copyright © 2016 MarketingProfs LLC 

Statistically now today we know that there is probably a percentage of the population that 
would actually like the new Coke formula, the question would be is that profitable enough. You 
could have price differentials, “We’ll make this product and it will be twice as expensive as 
normal Coke. If you’re willing to buy it, we’re willing to make it for you.”  

Kerry: They could have just sold it as a generic and nobody would have known the difference. They 
could have called it Mr. Fantastic or whatever.  

 Primarily what we’ve talked about so far is for large organizations to encourage this culture of 
innovation. You worked with a startup that, if you were just looking at it on paper, had virtually 
no chance of breaking into the higher education loan industry, and you totally disrupted that. 
Talk about how that works for a smaller business.  

Chris: Innovation for a smaller business generally is easier. If you’re facing off against a large 
competitor and you’re a small nimble startup, you’re pretty much willing to try anything within 
the boundaries of legality to get ahead. The company was called Edvisors, also known as a 
student loan network, and if we were to have marketed the same way our major competitors 
(loan companies, Sally Mae, Chase Manhattan, Citibank) their cream cheese budgets were larger 
than our annual revenues, that’s just the nature of the landscape.  

Kerry: You mean literal cream cheese.  

Chris: Literal cream cheese, the amount they spent on cream cheese for meetings probably was 
greater than our annual revenues. I was the CIO, the CTO, and the guy who cleaned the 
restrooms on Fridays because it was a three person company. The one thing that all of the 
competitors did not fully get was they did not get the internet, they especially did not get social 
media and new media, they did not understand podcasting, they did not see the value in these 
newer forms of communication. We had nothing to lose. It was either that or just get crushed or 
maybe bought out at best.  

 We created this financial aid podcast, which I did for five years and did 937 episodes. We tried it 
out. It’s really funny because I just got an email about three weeks ago from a parent who said, 
“Remember that podcast you used to do?” That’s six years ago now. He said, “My second child 
just graduated with no debt.” That’s pretty awesome that someone listened, followed the 
advice and graduated with zero dollars in student loans. 

Kerry: Did you send him an invoice? 

Chris: No. Although I’m tempted to say, “Can we hire them?” because clearly the kids understand the 
value of hard work. 

 We were able to find a blind spot. That’s one of the things about great innovation. Part of 
innovation is analysis and insight. What’s the gap, what are the things that your competitors are 
not doing? This is where even though people will have a tendency to poo-poo on formal 
education, if you go through and learn what a SWOT analysis is, what a PEST analysis is, what 
these basic models are that are taught in business school, even if you don’t go to business 

https://www.edvisors.com/
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school and you just learn the basics, you can very quickly learn how to analyze your competitors 
and what insights you can draw from that.  

 The innovation formula is analysis + insight + curiosity + guts. In the case of Edvisors there was a 
lot of analysis and insight in realizing this is where the competitors were blind, they could not 
see the value. Going back to what we said earlier, they were so risk averse as an industry that 
starting a podcast, or starting a blog, or starting a MySpace page was foreign to them, they 
thought social media was a fad. We know now 10 years later it’s not a fad, Facebook runs its 
own planet.  

Kerry: It would be silly to start a MySpace page now.  

Chris: It would be, but you never know. For every market there is a subset of customers who love that 
market. If that happens to be your customers, you could do reasonably well with however many 
people are left on MySpace. I don’t know. 

Kerry: Every pot has a lid, I guess.  

Chris: Pretty much. If you’re in a small organization, learn to use those basic tools, again, study 
something old to learn something new. From there you may be able to identify the spots where 
that innovation can be created, where you could create that something new that your 
competitors had no idea was a thing.  

Kerry: I’ve never seen a business book that draws from so many different and varied sources as yours. 
You actually quote Sun Tzu, the Chinese warrior. How has his thinking about warfare impacted 
your approach to business? 

Chris: In a lot of ways this book is also an autobiography, because it’s sort of my journey over the last 
20-some odd years in business to where I am today. Part of what makes me successful to the 
extent that I am successful is I study a lot of different things from very different disciplines.  

 One of the things I study is an old Japanese battlefield martial art, Togakure-ryū Ninjitsu, and 
that in turn borrows from a lot of much older stuff from China, from Tibet, some Buddhism, 
Taoism, and Confucianism. There are these ideas and strategies in the martial arts for winning, 
particularly for when the odds are really stacked up against you. How do you win when you have 
to win, when the consequences of not winning are that someone comes and kills your whole 
family? How do you win in that kind of situation?  

 I borrow from all of these experiences I have, from all of these different models. When we talk 
about the martial arts and the exotic kata with cool looking weapons and stuff what we’re really 
talking about are ways of thinking about how to win. If you can borrow that and port it to other 
disciplines, we can be very successful in ways that our competitors don’t have access to.  

 This is not just limited to the martial arts. If you’re a musician you understand about how 
different harmonies and melodies work, you understand about bridges, you understand tempo 
and pitch. You can borrow from all of these ideas and figure out what can I take from music and 
apply to marketing, or vice versa what to take from marketing and apply to music.  
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 Part of that innovator mindset is being able to take successes in one part of your life and move it 
to another part of your life. One of the things that I talk about in the book that’s sort of the 
theme of the book is this idea of a plus path, the idea that you take your experiences, who you 
are, and you start to glue them together. You figure out what do I have in common, where can I 
take success and create more success.  

 For you, Kerry, obviously you have a background in marketing, but you also have a background 
in law and you also have a background in things like muscle cars. How can you take cool things 
from each of these and apply them across the board to generate more success? 

Kerry: I should market muscle cars.  

Chris: How do you take those neuroscience principles that connect muscle cars with marketing? That’s 
the plus path that everyone can find because everyone has had life experiences of some kind. 

Kerry: I’m sure I get a flood of endorphins when I look at a Camaro, but that’s not everybody. It occurs 
to me listing to you talk that you’re not everybody either. If companies want to do more 
innovating, how can they identify their Christopher Penn, their people who have a knack for 
innovation or tinkering? 

Chris: The first thing you have to do is find those people, that’s arguably the hardest part. That relies 
on executive buy-in to say that these attributes, the attributes of a tinkerer and innovator are 
important to us and we’re willing to select people and identify them, single them out and put 
them on a different career path because these are things that we value.  

 Then once you have that top down sponsorship to say “this is a strategic imperative of our 
organization” then it’s asking your managers and your midlevel executives who in your 
organization causes trouble in a good way. This is the person who is a little bit of a perfectionist 
or a little bit of a tinkerer, or who is always doing something a little bit different, or who comes 
up with the craziest ideas in meetings that still actually make sense.  

 Then it’s up to you to take those people and formalize the process of innovation to say, “here’s 
the traits that we look for,” analytical skills and someone who is curious, someone who has the 
courage to speak up and say I don’t think that’s going to work or let’s try it this way even though 
this other way is the way we’ve always done it. Who has those personal attributes? Feed them 
into this learn, experiment, adjust, distribute framework to harness their innovative skills. 

 At the same time, from the bottom up there are some skills we talk about in the chapter on 
engineering innovation, some habits people can get into on daily basis that will stimulate the 
conditions for innovation. Constant reading, constant training, constant asking of better 
questions – these are all things that any company can do and I would be so bold as to say that 
every company should be doing if they want to survive. 

Kerry: So you don’t let the inmates run the asylum, but you give them jobs to do.  

Chris: Yes, you give them jobs to do. You focus on the people, the stuff that we’re looking for, these 
innovation skills, can be anywhere in the organization. That’s a tough thing to swallow for some 
people. We have to be willing to accept that sometimes the person in the mail room may 
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actually have a really good idea. Sometimes they may have a really dumb idea, too, we have to 
be able to selectively filter that out. Being open to ideas and innovation coming from any level 
of the organization is a really tough pill to swallow for a lot of people. 

Kerry: How does that work at Shift? I know you went to work at Shift because of the fact that they are 
so innovative.  

Chris: At Shift, the sort of running joke around the organization is that the organization will give you as 
much rope as you want, you may hang yourself. The thing about the way leadership works here 
is to say we are completely open to innovation, we are completely open to blowing things up; 
come up with ideas, test stuff, experiment. If it doesn’t work, as long as you have prepared the 
client in advance that we’re trying this thing out and here are the consequences and potential 
ways it could fail.  

 It has been my experience with the clients that I work with – I’ve had the privilege to work with 
companies like Citrix and GoDaddy who are very progressive companies, leaders in their space 
already – they recognize as part of that leadership in their space they have to constantly be 
experimenting and innovating themselves. When we come up with a crazy idea or say, “What if 
we tie this API to this API? It could blow up, but it probably won’t,” they are the first ones to 
raise their hands say, “Send us whatever you’ve got. We’re willing to try it out.” I was talking 
with Chris Carfi at GoDaddy and he made the blanket pronouncement, “Anything you want to 
try, as long as it’s a reasonable risk, we are game to try it because we want to be on the cutting 
edge.”  

 When you have great clients and a great organization, innovation is much more likely to happen. 
It’s like if you are trying to start a fire, Antarctica is probably not the place to do it because it’s 
cold, it’s filled with snow, and you’ll be lighting matches in subzero weather. You could do it, but 
you’d be much better off in a dry old forest with tons of dry wood around and no rain for a year 
where you could easily start a fire. It’s creating the environment where that spark can happen. 

Kerry: Chris, where can people learn more and where can they get their copy of your book?  

Chris: The easiest place to go is LeadingInnovationBook.com.  

Kerry: And of course you’re on Twitter.  

Chris: I am on Twitter, @CSPenn. I’m on most social networks as CSPenn, except for Facebook where 
I’m Christopher S. Penn. 

Kerry: I like how you avoided the whole Chris / Christopher thing by just dropping it all together and 
just being C.S. 

Chris: That and it’s short.  

Kerry: Thanks so much for talking with me. I could talk to you all day, but of course I can’t.  

Chris: Thank you for having me, I appreciate it.  

https://www.leadinginnovationbook.com/
http://twitter.com/cspenn
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Kerry: To get your copy of Chris Penn’s new book visit LeadingInnovationBook.com. Be sure to follow 
Chris on Twitter @CSPenn for more marketing smarts. 

 Thanks for listening here to the very end. This has been the Marketing Smarts podcast, brought 
to you by MarketingProfs. I’m your host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Talk with you next week. 

https://www.leadinginnovationbook.com/
http://twitter.com/cspenn

