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Kerry:  Welcome back to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. 

I’m your host, Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Thanks for listening.  
 
 As always, if you like what you hear on Marketing Smarts or even if you don’t, we 

value your feedback so please do leave us a comment on our website or a 
review on iTunes. 

  
 Today on Marketing Smarts, I’ve invited Tom Webster, Vice President of Strategy 

for Edison Research, a custom market research company best known as the sole 
providers of exit polling data during U.S. elections for all the major news 
networks. He also hosts The Marketing Companion podcast with marketing 
expert and author Mark Schaefer, and blogs at BrandSavant.com.  

 
 I invited Tom onto the podcast today to talk about audience-centric marketing 

and how if you’re starting with content strategy, you’re actually missing an 
opportunity who might be interested in your product or service.  

 
 We’re very excited to have Tom with us today. Tom, thank you for joining us. 
 
Tom: Thank you for having me, Kerry. 

 
Kerry: I hear that you do card tricks. Now is this your side business or is your grifting 

purely recreational? 

Tom: No, it’s my main source of income. The research gig is grifting. 

Kerry: While we’re talking about numbers and gambling, I’ve seen some infographics 
that almost border on irresponsible, that’s how sensational they are. You’re big 
into not judging numbers, which we’ll talk a little bit more about, but I wanted to 
ask about infographics because you say that they raise more questions than they 
answer for businesses but you seem to view that as almost a good thing. 

Tom: I’ll say this about infographics. Almost every infographic I have ever seen suffers 
from two or three fatal flaws, really fatal flaws. They normally don’t list the source 
of the data or how the data was collected and that’s really what I care about. it’s 
not that I’m judging it, it’s that I need to put it into context. I need to understand 
who you asked and how you asked them so I can put that data into context. 

 My biggest pet peeve about infographics is that they will combine graphics from 
radically different studies, radically different pieces of research, but because 
they’re all on the same page in graphs that are in the same color scheme, your 
brain links them together. Your brain links together, “Oh, the marketers they are 
talking about in graph two must be the ones they interviewed in graph one. Often 
that is not the case and it can cause some really sloppy thinking. 

http://www.businessesgrow.com/
http://www.brandsavant.com/
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 The good thing, I think, about infographics is that they are secondary research. 
They are data about other people’s companies and what they should do is give 
you a good question. You should ask yourself, “I wonder how my customers 
would actually respond to that. That’s a really good question.” Then you should 
go out and answer that question. So in that infographics are good prompts for 
that, I think they’re just fine. 

Kerry: How can marketers ask questions that yield better data so that they get better 
insights? 

Tom: It comes down to valuing that information appropriately. The analogy I like to use, 
in fact, did use in a piece of curricula for MarketingProfs that I recently submitted 
is this. The thing that I think you need to ask yourself is, “What is the cost of 
screwing this up? What is the cost of getting a decision that I have to make 
wrong? And if that decision is based upon some insight from my consumers, then 
what am I willing to spend to get that insight?” 

 I don’t mean spend as in hire a research company. I mean spend as in value 
your consumer’s time appropriately. I remember when I bought a ring, I bought 
two rings for my not-quite-yet wife but soon to be wife at Tiffany’s, an 
engagement ring and a wedding ring. So I spent some money at Tiffany’s as you 
might imagine and about three days later, I got an email asking me to take a 
survey. I clicked on it because I click on every survey I’m ever given because I’m 
a robot that way. 

 It was this long, thankless drudge of a survey. I’m thinking, “You know, I just 
spent a lot of money with you. Surely you could think about a way to value me, 
and it doesn’t mean writing me a check, it means valuing me somehow.” 
Something that says “You know what? You spent a lot of money, we’d really love 
to talk to you.” Maybe a more personal touch, anything to value me as a 
consumer.  

 When you show me that value, I am more likely to take that survey. And if you 
show absolutely no value, if you just fire off to your database, “Here is a 50 
question survey. Please answer it, it will help make us more profitable,” or 
whatever, you’re going to get a poor response rate to that. The people who do 
respond to it are shut-ins and terminally bored people and you are not going to 
get a representative view of your customer database. 

 So all that is a roundabout way of saying that if the cost of screwing up is high, 
then you need to put some value behind the request. If the cost of screwing up is 
low, then don’t worry about it. Go ahead and try it out, make the mistake if need 
be. But if the cost of making that mistake is high, then it’s probably worth 
spending a small percentage of that cost to get it right. 
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Kerry: I’m frankly amazed at how many businesses never ask me anything at all after 
I’ve spent a lot of money with them. I don’t know if they don’t care, if they’re not 
thinking about it. They are probably paying a research firm to gather audience 
insight which I find very ironic. 

Tom: There are certainly multiple ways of doing it but I think whether you hire a 
professional or you do it yourself, you at least need to put the effort into it 
because if you just go by optimizing based on purchase behavior, you just go by 
the clickstream data of people who buy things from you online, then you are 
probably only getting a 10th of the iceberg.  

 You’re missing the 9/10th who very likely don’t even know you exist but could use 
your solution, do know you exist but do not care for you for some reason, have a 
stronger loyalty for another brand, you don’t know why that is. There is so much 
information that could help you if you expand your lens a little bit and go beyond 
just the clicks of the last people who bought from you. 

Kerry: I’ve heard you talk about audience analysis at Content Marketing World and 
elsewhere and it really struck a chord with me, so much so that when I was 
interviewing Scott Stratten on this fine podcast and I said the same thing, that 
basically I see a lot of companies jumping into content strategy. It’s kind of all 
they want to talk about, and they’ve missed a step. 

Tom: Yes. 

Kerry: I blame you for the fact that after that, someone I had never of before and was 
not connected with me on Twitter tweeted saying they had lost respect for me 
because they were a content strategist and I said that. So that’s all your fault. So 
someone I don’t know and couldn’t care less about lost respect for me. So I 
blame you. 

Tom: I will say this to the potential ending of my career that doesn’t exist in content 
marketing. I’ve seen the strategy and the process behind content strategy, let’s 
say. I’ve looked at the suggested steps and the kind of received wisdom. Step 
one of a content strategy in the kind of received wisdom that I have seen is the 
development of personas.  

 You make up these fakie people like Oliver Outsource and Activist Amy and Buys 
A Lot Bob, or whatever. You craft content that fits these fakie people that you’ve 
created. That content is all shaped around how they buy your product, how they 
interact with your product or service and the reasons why they have come to 
consume your content.  

 And that’s fine but that’s not an audience. When you conduct audience research 
and you are looking really to figure out who could buy your product and who 
might need your service and why, you’ve got to back the lens up. Persona 



Marketing Smarts, Episode 119 
Marketing Podcast  February 19, 2014       Guest: Tom Webster 

  

 
Page 4 of 11 

Copyright © 2014 MarketingProfs 

development is part of that but it isn’t step one in audience research. It’s about 
step eight. 

Kerry: Personas still play a role in the process but they play a different role a little bit 
later on? 

Tom: Yes, they do. I think the problem with personas the way that content strategist 
generally use them, again, is that they are product or brand-focused. Even the 
names that they give them are based around, “These are this person’s buying 
needs.” But they are not focused on the why.  

 You need to start with why and clickstream data will never give you the why. You 
need to actually talk to people to get the why. But there are lots of whys. Why do 
your customers or potential customers think you exist? Why do they think you’re 
on the planet? 

 Chances are, it’s not the same reason that you think you exist. I’m going to bet it 
isn’t. Figuring out the overlap of why you think you exist and why they think you 
exist is kind of the key to the only think you’ll ever own, the only unique thing 
you’ll ever own that your competitors can’t touch. 

Kerry: One thing that you said that was one of the reasons I wanted to interview you 
later on is that you were talking about ants looking for garbage and you made 
this analogy. Can you talk about that because when I say it, I don’t do it justice. 
Everything sounds better when you say it. 

Tom: Why thank you, Kerry. Yes, I use this analogy in a talk. I was putting together a 
talk on audience strategy and branding. I had on a big slide, “The start of the 
process is always asking why.” And that’s the why of your audience.  

 Why they do or do not buy from you, is one of the most important pieces of 
information you can own. From that, I think you then work out the “who” and the 
“how” and the “what”. You end with the “what” and the “what” is the content. So 
yes, the process doesn’t start with what. 

 My son walked by that screen. He was eight at the time and he said, “Dad, why 
do you start with why? Why is ‘why’ more important than ‘how’, ‘who’ or ‘what’?” I 
said, “What do you mean?” He said, “Well, in a court, they always want to know 
how they did it and who did it. The why isn’t necessarily what they start with.” My 
son who is eight is obviously going to cost me a lot in college bills. 

 So I asked him to think about this. Let’s say there was one ant in the house and I 
had to catch that one aunt and I had one chance to catch that ant. How would 
you catch that aunt? My son said, “I would wait by the garbage can.” I asked, 
“Why would you do that?” He said, “Because the ant needs food and the ant will 
eventually find the food in the garbage can.” 
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 I said, “That’s right, Sam. You started with the ‘why’ of the ant. You didn’t need to 
anticipate, you didn’t need to set a trap behind the couch or set a trap by the 
window because you knew the ‘why’ of the ant. If you know the why of the 
consumer, the path they take doesn’t matter. As long as you are occupying every 
possible path that intersects with that why, they are going to find your food.” So 
that was the aunt analogy that I made and I owe that to my son. 

Kerry: Which is ironic because my children are incredibly susceptible to marketing 
messaging, as I’ve discovered. 

Tom: Oh god, mine too. 

Kerry: They quote commercials. I really feel like a terrible mother. They’ll say, “From 
Galoob”. I think, “Oh my god.”  

Tom: My son is that way now with toy commercials and things. The number of 
messages that we are exposed to is frightening. The last time that number was 
updated was in 2008. That was a Yankelovitch study, that we are exposed to 
5,000 marketing and advertising messages per day. That was in 2008.  

 Content marketing has just beat the crap out of that number because now we 
don’t even know what is a message and what isn’t a message thanks to native 
advertising and chicanery and whatever else happens on social. That number 
has probably doubled. 

Kerry: I believe that’s called YOUtility. 

Tom: Well that’s a message, right? That’s a message and maybe that’s a message 
that is stirred into a more palatable and delicious drink than some other 
messages. But yes, the number of messages we are exposed to, useful or not, 
has gone up dramatically in the last five years thanks to social 

Kerry: I saw your Ignite Durham presentation about how to be a skeptic and in that you 
actually talk a lot about viewing data versus judging data. We really need to 
judge data just to kind of sift through it when you’re getting that kind of volume 
coming at you every day. 

Tom: Oh, you do. And one of my biggest pet peeves is this. You will never see me do 
this and if I do this it’s because I screwed up and I need to be smacked. Again, 
that’s not to say that I haven’t done it. I remember a couple of years ago, I put out 
a number on location-based social networking apps. I might have put this out in 
2010 and I think at that time, it was something like “4% of Americans have used 
them,” and I put out a graph. 

 That got picked up and outlet after outlet started saying, “Only 4%? Abject fail! 
Only 4% of Americans?” And I never used the word “only”. I never used the word 
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“only” because 4%, any American car company would love to have a 4% market 
share. Rolex does not have a 4% share of watches, no one does. 4% of 
Americans is a crap load of Americans. There is no such thing as “only”. There’s 
only, “What is the direction it’s moving?” What is the trend of that number? That 
is really what I care about and why we continue to ask these questions over and 
over the same way all the time. 

 But when you say something is “only 4%” or “only 11%” or my favorite is when I 
see a stat that says, “only 40% of Americans do this”. That’s a lot of people and 
you’re betraying some kind of a judgment that you think it should be higher or 
lower but the number is what it is. And as soon as you stop treating data as 
information and start treating it as evidence to support some conclusion that you 
already have and you start cherry-picking that data, that is one of the biggest 
ways you can go wrong in making business decisions, period. 

Kerry: When you came around to talking about the reticular activating system in your 
talk, that’s when I realized that only 0.5% of people probably knew what that was 
and I was not one of them. 

Tom: It’s obviously not a term that you know but I remember my first acquaintance with 
the reticular activation system. It’s a true story. In 1998, I was only four years old. 
That’s not true. In 1998, I bought a Subaru Forester. It was the first year they 
made Subaru Foresters. I got one of the first ones they rolled off the lot. It did not 
look like anything on the road. I thought, “This is a cool looking car. No one has a 
car that looks like this.” 

 For the rest of that year, that’s all I saw. All I saw were Subaru Foresters. Every 
time I looked at a car, it was a Subaru Forester. The thing is that you ignore 
information until you have conditioned your brain to look for it. And then when 
you’ve conditioned your brain to look for it, it’s all you see. If I say, “Don’t think of 
yellow, don’t think about yellow,” you can’t stop thinking about yellow. Everything 
you look at, you’ll see the color yellow. 

 That’s what the reticular activation system in your mind does. And so when you 
start with what you believe to be true and then you start to look at data, you can’t 
help it. Subconsciously, unconsciously, whatever, your brain will make the 
numbers that support that believe you have sort of glow and stand out from the 
other numbers. It will say, “Look, I’m right.” It might be that that’s only 1% of the 
data out there but that’s where your mind will go. It’s just like a poker player, 
never remembers the bad beats and only remembers the big hands even though 
the big hands might be one in 100. 

Kerry: People love to be right. I talked to Norenna Hertz for this show about her book 
about why people purchase and how it gets very psychological but she was 
actually saying that you actually get the equivalent of a high when you are 
validated in your assumptions. How can marketers combat that? We all want to 
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be right, we all love to be right but when they’re viewing data, it’s really important 
that they do it in an unbiased way or else they’re going to waste money, so how 
can they do that? 

Tom: Do you know what? I am so glad you asked me that because I am going to tell 
you the exact thing you have to do to fix that. It is so simple and easy to do and 
concrete and it is this. If you are a marketer and you have data, you have 
information, you have theories, you have hypotheses, your goal should be to 
prove yourself wrong.  

 That is really simple, prove yourself wrong. If you think something is the way it is, 
but for any given reason if you think that you know something about your 
customers, if you think you understand their motivation, your first impulse should 
be to prove yourself wrong.  

 Honestly, that would fix most of your ails because if you can prove yourself 
wrong quickly, then you’re wrong. If you can’t prove yourself wrong, then you are 
right. If you try to prove yourself right, you’ll do it every time. We’re good at that, 
but that may not be the right answer. 

Kerry: How can a large organization whittle thousands of data points down into more 
targeting marketing communications? Because the organizations with money and 
people devoted to sifting through it all have so much at their disposal that I think 
a lot of times, they’re almost crippled by it. 

Tom: Yes. I think that as long as you are, again, beginning with the “why” and now the 
thousands of little “whats”. Big data gives us the millions and millions of “whats”, 
the what they did, the breadcrumb trail. But the reasons why people do things 
have a more finite number and a more powerful number.  

 I’ll give you an example of a brand that I think does this really well and that’s 
Fiskars, the scissors company. They have a blog and a community built around 
the Fiskateers, and I’m sure they have lots and lots of data points about the best 
day to sell scissors and the holidays that scissors go flying out the doors, and 
optimizing scissor packages to sell to people, or whatever. I’m sure they have 
lots and lots and lots of data, but the one thing they do that I think is really great 
is that they don’t sell scissors based upon how sharp they are, or their tensile 
density, or whatever aspect of scissors you want to name here. 

 They figure out why people buy scissors. Why do people buy Fiskars? And they 
identify some communities. They realize, “Do you know what? There are big 
communities of scrapbooks that buy Fiskars. There are big communities of 
quilters.” So why do people buy scissors? To create things to give their lives 
meaning and bring joy to their family. That’s why people buy scissors. 
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 And so their marketing messages and their social messages are crafted around 
that. They are not crafted around the scissors. They are not product-centric 
content marketing, “Here are 12 things you can do with scissors you didn’t know 
about,” or maybe Upworthy style, “I thought this way of using scissors was the 
best until I saw the fifth way.”  

 There are so many crappy content marketing headlines I suppose you can write 
about scissors. They don’t do that. They empower people to craft things for 
themselves and their family to give their lives meaning. I think they do that really, 
really well because they understand the “why”. I think as long as a company is 
focused on the “why” and not what their product does or even what their product 
could do, they start with the “why”, they’re in pretty good shape. 

Kerry: I first read about the Fiskateers in Mack Collier’s book, Think Like a Rock Star. 
He’s got the whole case in there. 

Tom: Oh, cool. 

Kerry: And I kept thinking how ingenious that was that they not just considered the 
audience and what they wanted but they actually placed people who were 
members of that community in the stores where people would go to buy scissors 
and other things to really connect with them in person. 

Tom: I’ll give you one more brand that I hope is not in someone’s book. If you think 
about the “why” behind a fast food brand, why do people think Burger King 
exists? Now Burger King might think they exist because they provide quality 
value service and rapid service or whatever, that’s their “why”. But the “why” of a 
customer might be nothing more than, “It’s the closest one” or “It’s cheap and 
open late.” When your “why” and their “why” don’t line up very well, that’s when 
your marketing can go astray. 

 A company that I think their “why” does line up really well is Taco Bell. Why 
would someone eat Taco Bell? Because it’s late and their stoned. What is Taco 
Bell’s marketing message right now. “We’re open late, stoners.” I mean, that’s 
essentially it, right? They’ve got it figured out. They understand the “why” of their 
brand.  

 When Taco Bell launched in this country, they launched around fresh. They 
launched around fresh ingredients. That was how they positioned themselves 
against McDonalds and Burger King at the time. “We have fresh ingredients.” 
That was the Taco Bell brand. 

 That’s not the Taco Bell brand now; it’s, “We’re cheap, we’re open late. Stoners, 
come and get it. Have a Mountain Dew.” I await with pleasure what they roll out 
in Colorado and in Washington State. 
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Kerry: You are incredibly adept at presenting data in a way that convinces people to do 
something with it. 

Tom: Thank you. 

Kerry: What tips can you share for marketers at large organizations in particular who 
need to persuade people that a particular tactic or channel is worth the 
investment. Now let’s assume first and foremost that they started with your 
approach of trying to prove themselves wrong and then convinced themselves 
that they were correct. So now we can present feeling ethical and confident but 
we need to persuade someone to adopt it. 

Tom: You know honestly, this falls into the realm of presentation tips as much as 
anything else. I say that not to belittle it, because it is a huge topic and a huge 
focus of mine. It’s something that my wife Tamsen is an expert in. She actually 
even works with a company called Aradium that helps people craft presentations 
better.  

 I think the biggest thing you can do here is start with the action you want your 
audience to take. If the action that your audience wants to take, you almost have 
to be a prosecutor. You know a little something about the law, I think, Kerry. 

Kerry: A little. 

Tom: If you start with the action you want your audience to take, then that is going to 
start to naturally exclude things that don’t belong in your presentation. I’ve always 
tried to make a point, because I have been presenting numbers for two decades 
now, that if I don’t have a great story to tell about a graph, I cut it.  

 Maybe that means I’m asked 100 questions in a survey and I’m presenting the 
answers to 12 of them. But if I don’t have a great story, a great insight around a 
piece of data, then it’s data porn at that point. I leave it behind in an appendix, 
you can look it up. But it does not support the action that I want you to take.  

 So the biggest thing you can do, I think, when you’re presenting data, is to leave 
most of it on the cutting room floor. 

Kerry: I’m a fan of data porn, I have to admit. Data porn, cloud porn, and car porn. 
Those are my vices. 

Tom: And actual porn. 

Kerry: Surprisingly low on my list. I don’t know. 

Tom: All right, we’ll stick with data porn. 

Kerry: Are you working on a book? 
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Tom: I am not. I have been asked about it repeatedly and I am not working on a book. I 
will tell you, the word “should” is a crippling word. Again, it’s something that my 
wife has talked and written about. I often will tell myself that I really should write a 
book but you know, I haven’t done it yet. So maybe I am not going to do it. 

Kerry: You’re choosing now , too, and that’s fine. 

Tom: Yes. I think that’s probably where I stand. I’d much rather talk to folks like you. 

Kerry: Aw, thanks. Well, where can people learn more about you and where can they 
hear you speak? 

Tom: My blog is BrandSavant.com; I post the occasional piffy tidbit about marketing 
and data there. I also do a regular podcast with our friend Mark Schaefer called 
The Marketing Companion and probably the best place to find out about that is at 
Mark’s site, BusinessesGrow.com. Search for the podcast there. We have a 
lively and diverting entertainment that has an occasional focus on marketing. 

Kerry: It’s an excellent podcast. I do listen to it and I love Mark as well. I am impressed 
that anyone would do a podcast with you because I frankly wouldn’t want the 
competition with your voice. 

Tom: Well, you know, Mark is a very, very good foil and a very good partner. Mark and 
I both have some experience, I think we both share similar values about doing 
things right. Most of the funny little bits and things that we do on the show, Mark 
writes them all. He’s absolutely a frustrated comedy writer and a very funny man 
so I just show up and turn on the mic, basically, and that works for us. 

Kerry: He’s a brilliant guy. I have to say that he’s a brilliant guy. Full disclosure, I write 
for him once every four weeks, I’m a columnist. But every time I’m looking for an 
idea he comes up with something and those are the posts that will generates 100 
comments versus my, “Three Ups that Small Business Owners Can Use”, I’ll get 
12 comments, maybe. 

Tom: He’s an enormously talented and gifted man and he used to do marketing for 
Alcoa. That man can sell aluminum cans, he can market anything.  

Kerry: You are on the Twitters as well. 

Tom: I am on the Twitters as @webby2001, which 20 years ago was really cool when it 
was my AOL handle and now is just really sad. 

Kerry: I was going to say, not to judge data but I’m judging a little. 

Tom: It’s sad. You can judge that. It’s kind of an inside joke where anyone who was on 
the inside is now dead so it’s not funny. 

http://www.brandsavant.com/
http://www.businessesgrow.com/
http://twitter.com/webby2001
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Kerry: It is though and now it’s almost quirky and endearing. I think it’s become part of 
your brand and you are just going to have to keep it. 

Tom: That’s my hope. I’m not changing it. 

Kerry: Thank you so much. I really appreciate you taking the time and this has been 
really fun. 

Tom: Thanks for having me, it’s been a blast. 

Kerry: For more information, check out BrandSavant.com or follow Tom on Twitter 
@webby2001.  

 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 to you next week. 

http://www.brandsavant.com/
http://twitter.com/webby2001

