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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.  

 
 I really appreciate your joining me every week and I’d love to hear from you. If you have 

thoughts about the podcast, please feel free to 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 Bill Fasig, COO and Managing Partner at marketing 
strategy consultancy TopRight Partners. He’s a well known branding expert and he’ll share his 
method for communicating your brand message as a six second story; a brief, simple, clear and 
strategically aligned narrative about your brand that drives all of your marketing.  

 Previously, Bill was a marketing executive at companies including Apple, Verisign, Compaq, and 
GameTech, as well as Burson-Marsteller, which was later acquired by Young & Rubicam. To 
maintain his focus on achieving marketing results he learned to strip away any nonessentials 
and identify the heart of a brand story. I’m excited to have Bill with us today, and in the interest 
of giving you the best possible experience I won’t limit him to just six seconds. 

 Bill, thanks so much for talking with me. 

Bill Fasig: I’m happy to be here, Kerry. Thanks for having me.  

Kerry: You bet. Tell me your six second brand story.  

Bill: My personal one?  

Kerry: Yes, let’s start there. I can spare 12 seconds, so you can do yours and then do TopRight’s.  

Bill: I fell into the brand story a little bit by accident, but learned that brand story and brand strategy 
in what I would argue is one of the best places on Earth to learn it, and that is from many years 
at Apple. That’s a company where if you’re there for longer than five minutes you have the art 
of the story and the brand imprinted on the inside of your forehead. It’s a way of not just doing 
business but even of thinking about how you communicate that has been fundamentally 
important and really has shaped how I’ve viewed everything from that point on. That has led to 
being able to practice that in a variety of other companies as a CMO and then CEO, and then 
also running the tech practices for Burson-Marsteller.  

 Lots of background in how you tell the story or the art of the story for complex companies, 
especially technology companies who don’t do that very well typically. It was a great training 
ground and a great place to hone and learn the craft, and something that I’m passionate about 
because I know that the story can make or break a company, frankly. As it did, actually, it saved 
Apple and then I think it ultimately made it in its current form.  

Kerry: Why six seconds, why not five, why not 10?  

Bill: Six seconds because it’s not five and not 10. Actually, we’ve done some testing around just the 
timing. When you interact with people, on a website or in conversations, and you literally just 
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time it out, because of the bombardment of information that they get and they’re used to 
tuning things out, we’ve seen that you have approximately six seconds. Maybe it’s 5.8 or 6.4, 
but in six seconds you have to give them a reason to care, an interest in responding, spark their 
curiosity and give them a reason to want to engage with you.  

 Today, because of the saturation and just the brevity of the messages that are coming at you all 
the time, if you don’t do that within the first six seconds you’ve lost them and you’ve likely lost 
them for a good while, if not permanently, because they’re not going to come back. 

Kerry: So the days of the 30 second advertisement are over. 

Bill: They’re there if you have the luxury of doing them. What’s ironic is 30 seconds used to be 
considered so short, now that’s long form. It used to be in the days of regional advertising you 
could tell a whole story in what seemed like an eternity of a 60 second or even longer version. 
Then it became 30 seconds, then it became online videos. Now I think what has happened is 
people are so accustomed to being hit up every which way on every device through every 
medium, you have to find a way to cut through that clutter.  

 I think it’s really important to focus on why you have to do it so quickly. The six seconds is 
obviously not telling your whole story, but it is reaching a potential customer or audience 
member and saying, “Listen, I have something to say that you might actually care about.” If you 
can’t do that in six seconds, they’re not going to care. That’s unfortunately the time we live in 
today.  

 I think what has happened is it has forced companies to go through this exercise of can we really 
peel back the layers enough to make sure we have a story that we can convey within those short 
increments. Also, think of it this way, the purpose of marketing is not to close the sale, it’s to 
open the conversation. To open the conversation you have to give them a reason to care and 
you have to do it very efficiently and very fast. 

Kerry: You kind of earn the right to tell them your longer brand story in that first six seconds. 

Bill: You do. That’s exactly right. The six seconds is literally the entry point. It’s forcing them, 
hopefully in a positive way, to stop, pause, think about that, understand it within that window of 
time, and then say, “If they’re even half right with what I think they just said in six seconds, I’d 
be interested in having a longer conversation, I’d be interested in learning more.” But if they’re 
not captured within that window of time, they’re just going to move on because there is so 
much information flowing at them and so many options. 

Kerry: You mentioned how you learned this at Apple. Now you’re at TopRight, you’ve been with a lot 
of companies I between – Verisign, Compaq, GameTech – they don’t all have Apple’s built-in 
emotionally attachment to people. People love Apple, they don’t necessarily love a software-as-
a-service company. How do you work within the parameters of a B-to-B brand?  

Bill: I’ll give you the example of Verisign, which was a different Verisign than it is today because they 
sold off a number of the businesses and it’s much smaller than it was. Verisign in the early 2000s 
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when I was there as the CMO was a very complex company with multiple businesses, multiple 
lines of business, and they had acquired back in that day Network Solutions, which was then the 
monopoly for domain names. They had a very complex story and they were a very inquisitive 
company as well, they had purchased a dozen companies within a year.  

 Making sense out of all that became a real challenge. It was one of the areas where we had to 
hone our own art of the story about what it was we were trying to convey at an emotive level. 
B-to-B companies, particularly tech companies, don’t often think that way, they want to just tell 
everybody everything they can possibly do that’s technology driven, load up all the bits and 
bytes into the press release that’s 19 pages long and only four people in the world can 
understand it. Breaking through that, what is it that we really did?  

 We launched a campaign that back in those days won a number of awards, it was a campaign 
called The Value of Trust. When we boiled every single thing we did down, from being a trusted 
domain name provider to running the backend for cellular roaming to providing managed 
security services, we realized that what we were really fundamentally about was providing that 
feeling, that hard edge business value of trust, to our customers. We launched a campaign that 
covered the entire company under that heading and it was very successful.  

 There was lots of skepticism because that’s so unorthodox for a tech company, but that was 
really around what’s that story and how do you capture somebody in six seconds. We had some 
very evocative imagery and some language we used around is there a value that you as a 
customer place on trust, the answer was yes, and that led to what does that mean in whatever 
line of business we were speaking to.  

Kerry: Of course, doing that started with the much longer brand story you were talking about. So you 
have 19 pages of stuff and you have to strip it away and get to the heart of it. How do you do 
that?  

Bill: We go through a process today with all of our clients, and we’ve really refined this over the 
years. We have three words that we preach religiously; simplicity, clarity, and alignment. Every 
great story, every great brand is built around simplicity, clarity, and alignment. You either have 
that or you don’t. It’s not like you sort of have it, you literally either have it or you don’t.  

 Getting to that within the story of an organization or a company is extremely difficult. It sounds 
easy, but it’s not. People tell their own story in their own way, companies tell their own story in 
their own way, different executives tell it in their own way, different board members, different 
individuals in the company.  

 Peeling back the layers repeatedly and getting down to the point where you can actually say, 
“Do we pass this test? Is there simplicity in our core purpose and why we do what we do? Is 
there clarity in the strategy of how we deliver what we actually deliver? Is there alignment 
around how we take that to our customers? What tools do we need, what do we need to look 
like as an organization?” Then ultimately, “What’s the destination? What’s the impact that we 
want the customer to achieve because of this?” 
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 The end part of the simplicity, clarity, and alignment model is we go through a process we call a 
destination narrative. What is the destination you want to arrive at? You get to write a headline, 
but it’s literally one headline. That’s what we want to aim at internally and externally from a 
customer point of view. If you do that, it forces you to keep peeling back layer after layer about 
why we’re doing this, what is it we’re actually doing, how are we doing it and is there alignment 
internally. 

 As you know, if you don’t have alignment internally around your story and how you’re 
organized, you will struggle greatly. That has often been the undoing of many organizations. 
That’s why this can be a very powerful lens through which to look to gauge are you really 
organized the right way, are you really there in terms of the story you tell. When you line up all 
of the people in the room are they saying the same thing? Not robotically, but do they 
understand why we do this, what we do and how we do it, and then when we’re going. 

 From that, you can distill that down into six seconds. If we agreed, we’re aligned, and we have 
this sense of true purpose behind what we’re doing and we have this story that we all can rally 
around, can we say it in that period of time? We run this through multiple workshops and it 
takes some heavy lifting at times, particularly at B-to-B companies because that is not how they 
typically think.  

 The power when you get it right, it’s amazing to see because all of a sudden you start getting it 
parroted back to you not just internally but even by customers. That’s when you know you’ve 
started to capture their attention, you’ve started to actually move the ball towards that 
destination and do it in those increments. There’s a place for long form, there’s a place for really 
long form, but you have to be able to cut through all of that noise by peeling it back, and that’s 
the process that we take our clients through. 

Kerry: What’s the biggest challenge when you’re trying to do something like that? Is there resistance 
internally, is there just confusion, maybe conflicting brand messages already because there’s 
just so much content?  

Bill: The most difficult challenge almost always is that there are conflicting messages, particularly for 
companies that are already established, and some of them may have been doing well. You have 
different parts of the organization or different leaders in the organization that are used to telling 
the story in their own way. They’re measured on their numbers and it works for them and 
they’re saying, “This is what works.” The fact that it might not be consistent with the rest of the 
organization isn’t something they’ve often thought about.  

 When you get them into a room and you say, “Imagine what would happen if everybody was 
aligned. Are you aligned?” The most interesting thing, I would say, in first going through this 
process is the question around alignment. Organizations will often think that they are, say that 
they are, but then when you put them in a room and you start going through the exercise of 
having them tell their story, first of all they typically don’t like that because now they have to 
actually stop and think about how they say it. They’re looking around the room thinking, “How 
does she say it? How does he say it?” You go through that exercise and you often find out with 
10 people in the room that you have 12 stories, or some number greater than one.  
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 That’s an eye-opening experience. Then we go back individually and we work with each one of 
them and peel that back and say, “Let’s go through your own version. You as a leader in this 
company, walk me through that.” To use some of Simon Sinek’s golden circle words, why, what, 
and how you do it. What is that for you?  

 When we bring that back and show the group what that looks like across their company it’s 
extremely eye-opening. When you say, “Tell me, do you pass the test, do you think you have 
simplicity, clarity, and alignment in your organization?” clearly the answer is often no. When 
they realize that the question then becomes how do we solve that problem, we definitely want 
to have the alignment because we can’t make clear decisions otherwise, we can’t get to a 
destination that we agree on unless we have that.  

 That’s the number one thing. The number two thing is you’ll find organizations that have been 
so successful in their own way that they simply say, “I don’t think it’s important that we have 
our own story as much as we just want to give the customer whatever they want, period, 
whatever that is.” How do you make decisions that way? “We listen to the customer and we 
provide that.” What if the customer tells you something that you don’t actually do, that’s not 
within your strategy? “Then we can reorient the company.” So you’re going to actually reorient 
the company based on a focus group of a customer? “Sometimes.” What if you actually realized 
that your role as a brand or your story is that you’re solving problems for them, but you’re doing 
it based on what you do incredibly well, you’re doing it on your core purpose, you’re not just 
making it up as you go.  

 I think if you can relate and respond to a customer that way they’re going to have a 
conversation with you because you’re going to have credibility to do it. If you’re just simply 
pivoting to meet the product need of the quarter, the product need of the day, week, or month, 
you’re not going to have any sustainable traction. 

Kerry: It’s kind of like dating in college. I knew this girl in college who I could tell that she was dating 
somebody different because everything was different. She was really into SKA music one time 
and then that was over, then she was super political because she was dating a political guy, and 
then that was over. You don’t want your brand to be that way. 

Bill: You don’t. This is why we as a firm (and I myself) are such a huge believer in going through the 
questions of fundamentals of why you actually do this to begin with. You can take a company 
like Apple as an example. Apple is a favorite example and obviously it’s easy to point at now 
because they’re the most valuable company on Earth, or one of them, and they have a gazillion 
dollars in marketing. It was not always that way. They went through their almost dead days 
before Steve Jobs came back for the second time.  

 What was important was, even during its darkest time, for the most part, they didn’t lose sight 
of why they existed, why they did what they did. Ultimately that became so transformative as an 
organization because the “why” for them is “we’re going to use this nexus of technology and 
design and media to transform people’s lives in ways they just didn’t know were possible at a 
personal and professional level, that’s why we do what we do.” What we do could vary. It could 
be an iPod, it could be a watch, it could be a phone, but because of the why and the alignment 
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behind that it allows them to play in multiple areas and do it with the credibility of knowing that 
is authentically their story. I think they do that very well. I think that’s something that was 
impressed on me in the early days there. Not everybody can be Apple, obviously, and you can’t 
always spend all that money today.  

 In our view, a company lives or dies on two things, it’s story and it’s customer experience. The 
customer experience is how the customer experiences that story, which means you better make 
sure that you have true alignment, true clarity, and true simplicity in what you’re 
communicating. If you want to get their attention today, unfortunately, for better or for worse, 
you have seconds to do it. If you do get it, then you can get into the longer conversation 
because they actually care at that point. 

Kerry: Once you’ve managed to hammer out that six second brand story, how do you follow up with 
the organization, how do they know if the brand story is actually working for them?  

Bill: That’s a great question. The first thing we’ll tell clients going through this is we can all sit in a 
room as creative folks and good marketing people and come up with something that sounds 
great, but we have to make sure that it’s actually tested, we have to make sure that it resonates. 
So as we go through this process we will be testing refinements of our narrative around the 
story all throughout the process.  

 Then when we land on a place that we know it has had resonance in the market in the testing 
that we’ve done, we then roll it out, first and foremost, internally. Unless you make sure that 
internally the organization understands it and is aligned behind it, it will fail. It has to be driven 
through the organization inside out and it has to be driven starting with the internal 
organization first before you go put big dollars into launching it in the marketplace. Then when 
you do launch it in the marketplace, typically we’ll do versions of A/B/C testing on iterations of 
the narrative.  

 But, the power comes from the test that we apply at the outset – simplicity, clarity, alignment – 
first with the leaders team and then through the organization. You can see the change that 
happens at an organization all of sudden the light goes on for people and they say, “I hadn’t 
heard it put quite like that before, but that really is why we do what we do. That’s why I signed 
on here, it’s what I get up for every day, and this is what we do.”  All of a sudden, it’s fun to 
watch, there’s an energy that goes through the organization because it just lights them up 
internally. That’s a very cool thing to see.  

Kerry: After that are you able then to follow their content, do you look at their stuff and see the 
difference?  

Bill: We absolutely do. And we train them how to do it. When we roll this out internally we’ll give 
them guidelines, we’ll give them what we call a playbook. We create playbooks around the 
story, the strategy, and the systems, which really is how you operationalize this. Part of that 
process is we teach them how to do it. They’ll know, they’ll be able to say, “If we’re going to 
launch Marketing Campaign X or Communication Y, does it map to what we just went through, 
yes or no?”  
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 We try to get them to the point where it really is a pretty binary equation, it’s a yes or a no, 
because that’s how you can drive that level of power based on that simplicity through the 
organization. 

Kerry: What are some signs that your company needs to focus on developing their six second brand 
story? 

Bill: There are some obvious ones. An easy one because it’s the most visible thing for any company 
today is to just go to the website. If you can’t in six seconds figure out what they do and why 
you would care, that’s a problem.  

 I use our own as an example, because we’re literally redesigning our own website to follow this, 
because as is often the case with consulting firms, the cobbler’s children have no shoes, we’ve 
been a little slow in making sure we conform to that. We’re going through an entire relaunch 
process ourselves to do this.  

 You want to be able to have that immediate access to the core message, the core narrative in 
one glance of the website.  

 The second thing that occurs is you need to be able to gauge what the customer’s response is. 
When they’re presented with a piece of collateral, direct marketing, or some kind of interactive 
web communication, are they getting it? Are they coming back and saying, “I would like to…” 
Not just convert into a sale, but a point of interest, are they expressing interest, is there a level 
of understanding in the market about the company, about what you do. Are the analysts 
confused? It’s pretty straightforward to see if there is confusion and fragmentation in the 
market around the message of a company or if there’s not. 

 Those are the things that we look at. 

Kerry: At that point then, you really need a champion internally to say, “This is a mess and we need to 
fix it.”  

Bill: That’s exactly right. And that’s a very good point, because it can’t happen unless it’s 
championed internally. Most often both a CEO and a CMO. If there’s no CMO then it really has 
to be the CEO because if that individual is not involved and truly on board with this process it’s 
just not going to work. Even if you run through it and that individual or really senior core 
members of the leadership team become passive-aggressive about it, it will fail because they’ll 
go through the process and a bunch of workshops and then at the end of it they’ll just say, 
“That’s great, but I was comfortable the way it was.”  

 Unless you really have that cohesion around we’re doing this because it’s going to affect the 
outcome of our business, that’s why we’re doing it. We’re not doing it to make better ads, we’re 
doing it because it’s going to affect the outcome of our business. Why? Because it affects how 
our customers experience us. Unless we get that right, it’s a problem. If we do get that right, 
imagine the power behind that. 
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Kerry: What is a B-to-B organization that listeners could go to if they were interested in seeing what 
this looks like when it’s done well?  

Bill: I can give you a couple of examples of companies that are widely known that I think do this well 
with a six second story.  

 If someone goes to the AirBNB site they will very quickly and easily see that this is a company 
that has actually created a message entirely around “welcome home” as the theme. They tell 
you in literally a few words, “Rent unique places around the world that can be your home.” 
There’s clarity, there’s no ambiguity about what that is. How they do that depending on the 
country they’re operating in can be a little bit more complex, but there is complete clarity in 
that.  

 If you look at companies that do a lot of advertising, or even mass advertising like Geico and 
their famous line, “15 minutes can save you 15% on insurance,” that’s pretty clear what they do. 
There is a model of clarity that occurs immediately that I think we want to latch onto.  

 A new tech company based in Atlanta called SalesLoft has a very simple way of describing what 
they do. If you go to their site they say, “We increase qualified appointments and demos by 
300%.” That’s clear. You can believe that or not believe that, but if you’re in any form of sales, 
particularly in a B-to-B company, and somebody makes that claim you’re likely to want to know 
is that real, can they do that, I’d be interested. 

 It’s about sparking that level of interest early on and getting them to respond, getting them to 
be in a conversation where they are willing to engage with you further. 

Kerry: We’ve reached that part in our program where we talk about anything but marketing. Since 
you’re on the road, I know at the moment you happen to be in a Ritz-Carlton, I will ask you what 
is your favorite hotel chain and why do they make the customer experience worth having?  

Bill: We all travel and we have our favorites. I’ll give you a great example of this. The Peninsula 
Group, which is only in about 10 or 12 cities around the world, there’s one here in Chicago 
where I’m at now and there’s one in Beverly Hills that’s a beautiful place. When I was with the 
agency in California, I had to be in LA a lot and I lived in the Bay area, the office was two blocks 
from this Peninsula Hotel so I would stay there a lot and we got a good rate. I was there 
probably every few weeks.  

 As with any hotel like that, they learn your name, they take good care of you, and it’s a very 
beautiful property. I guess on about my sixth trip or so down there I walk into this room, I had 
just checked in, I look around and there’s literally gift wrapped stuff on the desk and there’s 
some monogrammed things on the bed. I literally thought I just walked into somebody else’s 
room, so I’m mortified ready to call down and say, “Sorry, you guys checked me in here and it’s 
somebody’s room and there’s stationary and a gift.” The desk said, “No, look at the initials. 
Aren’t those initials yours?” Well, yeah they’re mine. He said, “That’s yours.”  

Kerry: You just thought it was a coincidence.  
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Bill: Yes. I didn’t even pay attention, I didn’t even read it, I just thought this was somebody’s room. 
They said, “That’s yours. This will be stored. You stay here frequently, so whenever you come 
here, we just want this to feel like home and your things will be in your room set up for you 
when you walk in.” I thought that’s pretty cool. It had the gift box to go to the Zegna store and 
choose something out. That gift wasn’t cheap for them, and given how they’re a pretty pricy 
place and a lot of business, but that attention to detail in travel you have to love that because it 
just made you feel like they actually care.  

 Then you yourself become a brand loyalist or brand evangelist and you tell that story, which is 
the point of it all to begin with. 

Kerry: I would totally take the robe, by the way.  

Bill: I actually said, “Do I have to give this back?” They said, “No, but you can keep it here and we can 
store it.”  

Kerry: I’m taking it because what if my company decides to put me up at the Hampton Inn from now 
on.  

Bill: Right, exactly. In hindsight, I should have just kept all that stuff. It was just a great example, I 
love that kind of attention to detail. What a place like that does, they make you feel like it’s your 
story. They’re not the hero in that, you are, they’re just the guide that’s giving you a better 
experience. I think that’s extraordinarily powerful for any company to do. I love experiencing 
those things. 

Kerry: Bill, where can people learn more about you and learn more about TopRight? 

Bill: TopRightPartners.com is the website and we’re on LinkedIn, as am I and as are the other 
partners. Hopefully you can tell from the conversation that we love what we do. Every one of us, 
we joke around because there’s no video, the grey beard or the grey haired seasoned 
professional, we’ve done this for a long time and we’re passionate about bringing these 
experiences to clients and helping them make sure that they have the right story, the right 
strategy, and the right systems to deliver it. That sounds kind of like an ad, which it kind of is at 
this point, but we love what we do and this is just a good example of how we can make a 
difference for our clients. 

Kerry: Thanks so much, this has been fun. 

Bill: Thank you for your time. 

Kerry: For more information visit TopRightPartners.com.  

 Thanks for listening here to the very end, even though it took considerably longer than six 
seconds. 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. 
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