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Matthew:   Hello. Welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I’m your host Matthew Grant, Managing Editor here at 
MarketingProfs, and I thank you for listening. 

 
 Almost 50 years Marshall McLuhan coined the term global village. Given the rise 

of the internet and social media, it seems that we inhabit such a village even 
more now today than in McLuhan’s time. As we try our best to cope with this 
virtually shrinking world, it seems that we could all stand to learn a thing or two 
from those who have always thought and acted locally. Specifically small town 
dwellers and business owners.  

 
 For this reason, I invited Becky McCray to Marketing Smarts. Becky is a small 

town entrepreneur from Woods County, Oklahoma, who along with Barry J. Moltz 
published a book entitled Small Town Rules back in April.  

 
 In today’s episode I discuss with Becky what people in businesses large and 

small can learn from small towns, especially when it comes to planning for times 
of feast and times of famine, and why smart community builders come to stay. 

 
 Before I get started I want to remind you that if you like what you hear on 

Marketing Smarts, and even if you don’t, you can always leave us a review in 
iTunes or a comment on our site. You’re also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email, my email address is MattG@marketingprofs.com. Or you’ll find me on 
Twitter where I’m @MattTGrant.  

 
 Without much further ado, let’s get started. Becky, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 
 
Becky: Thank you very much. I’m excited to be here.  
 
Matthew: You’re in Oklahoma right now, right? 
 
Becky: I happen to be at home in Hopeton, Oklahoma, which is a non-incorporated 

location of about 30 people.  
 
Matthew: Wow. Is there a sign if someone is driving through? 
 
Becky: We have a sign. We have a main street, a church, a post office, and a bank. 

We’re just a regular uptown sort of place.  
 
Matthew: Nice. In the biographical materials I was able to access via the interwebs it said 

that you own a liquor store with your husband, and also a cattle ranch. Is that 
true? 
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Becky: Yes. From Hopeton if you go about eight miles north there’s the big town of Alva, 
Oklahoma, which is almost 5,000 people. That’s where the liquor store is. But if 
you go from my house in the other direction and go south, then you run into my 
cattle ranch about eight miles the other way. 

 
Matthew: How big is the cattle ranch, how many head? Is that what cowboys say when you 

talk about it?  
 
Becky: When we say cattle ranch people picture The Ponderosa and that it’s this large 

expansive thing. It’s really just about 50 head, so it’s bigger than a habi, but 
smaller than a large farm. We’re somewhere in the middle.  

 
Matthew: Okay. Do you have to get on the horses and do roundups and take them into 

Carson City? 
 
Becky: You’re not a farm kid, are you? 
 
Matthew: No. Like we were saying before, my family has been off the farm for several 

generations. You’ll have to pardon my ignorance. 
 
Becky: Here in Oklahoma there are a number of guys who still do it with horses and they 

roundup and are “real cowboys.” But we are small enough and we’re not really 
the full cowboy lifestyle, so we don’t have any horses. All our cows we manage to 
just call them in by letting them know it’s time to eat and they all come in. It works 
out very well. 

 
Matthew: Nice. I’m here in New England and I did live up in Vermont for awhile, but it’s all 

milk cows up there. Those are farms, you don’t call those cattle ranches, right?  
 
Becky: Right. That’s a dairy farm.  
 
Matthew: Dairy farm, that’s the word I was looking for. They were growing some veal up 

there on some farms it looked like. I think at one point there were more cows in 
Vermont than people. Just a little known fact. 

 
Becky: There are parts of Oklahoma where that’s true as well. 
 
Matthew: So was the cattle ranch part of your family? 
 
Becky: It’s from my husband’s family, yes. His family has been involved in that for five 

generations. Quite awhile. 
 
Matthew: Holy cow. So really back from the wild west days. 
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Becky: Some of his family participated in the Land Run. Most everybody is familiar with 
images of the Land Run where they fire the shot and everybody rushes to claim 
their land. Some of his family did participate in that.  

 
Matthew: Wow, that’s incredible. You spent your whole life in this small town. Alva is your 

hometown, right?  
 
Becky: Alva is my hometown, but I’ve also lived in Oklahoma City, which is the state 

capital of Oklahoma. I’ve also lived near Dallas in a small town and also further in 
south Texas. My parents kind of followed the oil boom around, so I’ve been in a 
few different places. That gives me a little bit of perspective on a wider view of 
the world. 

 
Matthew: There’s oil in Oklahoma too, right? 
 
Becky: Yes, definitely. We’re in the middle of an oil boom right here in my corner of the 

state. That’s actually a benefit for the liquor store business to have hundreds of 
new construction workers in town working on new installations.  

 
Matthew: That’s excellent. When you wrote your book with Barry Moltz, Small Town Rules, 

you’re speaking as someone who is from a small town. You know them from the 
inside out.  

 
Becky: You bet. Barry brought the Chicago perspective and I brought the Oklahoma 

perspective. 
 
Matthew: I don’t think of Chicago as a small town, personally. 
 
Becky: Right, exactly. That was kind of the whole point of the book is that by looking at 

this from both sides we both saw different things out of the same set of facts. We 
could see how the rules that have applied the whole time in my business and 
things that I’ve learned through ranching and farming, that actually has an 
application to the wider and larger business world. 

 
Matthew: I want to talk about that, but before we get off the topic of ranching and farming 

the one thing I wanted to say is it’s been my perception – again, I’ve been off the 
farm for awhile – isn’t there sometimes tension between the ranchers and the 
farmers? I seem to remember that from old cowboy movies. Does that still exist?  

 
Becky: To a large extent, at least in this part of the world, many people do both. My 

brother-in-law raises wheat and that makes him a farmer, but he also has a lot of 
cattle so that makes him a rancher. At least in Oklahoma we have a lot of 
crossover.  

 
Matthew: So there’s no more range wars or anything like that going on? 
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Becky: Not lately. 
 
Matthew: I’ll keep my fingers crossed that we don’t see a range war soon. Let’s get back 

then to the book.  
 
 Obviously you come from this small town in Oklahoma and Barry comes from 

Chicago, but it seemed like one of your points was sometimes you are talking 
about actual small towns but you’re also talking about a mentality. Certainly 
neighborhoods in Chicago can feel small town-ish and people can have some of 
the same feelings about their local community, whether it’s nestled in a big 
sprawling city or whether it’s out on the prairie.  

 
Becky: Definitely. One of the early conversations I had when we were developing the 

book was with Jeffrey Sass. Jeff was telling me about growing up in Queens, 
New York a few decades ago and how very much Queens at that time, his little 
neighborhood, felt like a small town to him. There were so many connections 
within the community, if he did something wrong his mom would know about it 
before he got home. That is definitely true in small towns as well.  

 
 We have a lot of the same types of building of communities. But I think that in a 

lot of neighborhoods in big cities these ideas have become just a little more 
scarce, they’re a little harder to find. It seems that small towns have held onto it 
more than some of the smaller neighborhoods have. That’s on average. You’ll 
still find pockets of wonderful small community in every large city.  

 
 I think that’s an encouraging thing that these things continue to persist because 

the rules and the ideas that are developed are still applicable today. It’s good to 
see that it has maintained itself even within large urban areas.  

 
Matthew: Right. Even if there is a sort of pressure in urban areas to kind of atomize people 

or isolate them, even in the midst of millions of people. Certainly around Boston, 
where I’m talking to you from, there’s definitely still a neighborhood vibe in a lot of 
places here. Then, of course, there are economic changes and sometimes you 
are only aware of the neighborhood as it’s almost kind of going away because of 
gentrification and other things that happen in urban communities.  

 
 You mentioned small towns continuing to hold on, there was a story you were 

talking about in your book about how sometimes in a small town people have a 
personal connection to local business. You can call up a local business and say, 
“Hey, I can’t make it there before you close. Can you stay open for me?” That 
kind of thing. It reminded me of my mom telling me she grew up in a small town 
called Bellefontaine, Ohio. She remembered as a kid her parents running late to 
go see a movie and they called the movie theater and the movie theater held the 
movie up for 15 minutes and didn’t start it until they showed up. 
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Becky: That is terrific, I love that story. Small town businesses are still like that today. I 

can make a call downtown to the dress shop and say, “I’m not going to make it in 
time, I need something.” I had some alterations done and they actually rushed 
the job so I’d have it in time to take to my next speaking appearance and they 
stayed open late so I could pick it up. 

 
Matthew: Nice. As you’ve pointed out on Small Biz Survival blog how small towns aren’t 

dying out – and they shouldn’t. I’ll return to that in a second, because I did want 
to talk about a couple points in the book that I found sort of interesting. 

 
 One of the things that you and Barry do is layout what are these small town rules 

and what can businesses of any size learn from a small town approach to 
business and serving a community through business. You start out with one 
that’s not exactly provocative, but it kinds of jumps out at you. One of the things 
that small town people get used to doing, or small town businesses get used to 
doing, or farmers get used to doing is planning for zero.  

 
 I was wondering if you could explain what that means.  
 
Becky: It’s central to surviving as a small town business. These days it’s central to every 

business. There will be times when your income is zero. You might as well plan 
for that right now.  

 
 From a farming perspective, a wheat crop might be entirely hailed out and they 

may lose the entire year’s crop. They have to plan for that or it’s going to put 
them out of business. The same thing can happen no matter how large your firm 
is or how big your organization is. There will be times when at least part of it has 
a zero, whether that’s a zero for the month or a zero for the year.  

 
 Planning ahead for that and knowing that it can happen, small town people take 

a couple of different tactics to fill that. One is to think long term. That is knowing 
that I have to plan for five years of really variable income what I can do now to 
make that better. That’s that really long term perspective.  

 
 The other one is multiple lines of income. This also comes from farming. If you 

know that your entire wheat crop may fail then you may also plant milo or 
soybeans, or you may take in livestock and raise cattle to help even that out. 
That’s also something that any of us can do. We can look at our business and 
say, “What would be another line of income that would be compatible here that 
would help even out some of the volatility that I know we’ll face?”  

 
 You can also extend this to not just related lines of business, you could end up 

with a liquor store and a cattle ranch which are not particularly related. But when 
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the cattle market is headed down then we like to hope that the liquor market at 
least will be stable or maybe will be up. 

 
Matthew: When you were talking about the multiple lines of income it was reminding me, I 

lived in Vermont for several years in a town of 5,000 people and with much 
smaller communities around there. Of course the bumper sticker you see all over 
Vermont says, “Moonlight in Vermont or Starve.” The people in Vermont 
understand that.  

 
 A logging license is only like $10 up there, so you might have your dairy farm but 

you can also log if you need to. So I guess the more I think of it, I have actually 
seen it more up close than I thought in terms of the small town business thinking.  

 
 Part of this planning for zero, of course, means being frugal. Frugality is 

something people can associate with the farmer and the farmer lifestyle. One of 
the ways that you and Barry also talk about that are ways that people can 
operationalize frugality, if I can use a $5.00 word. But you say, “Spend creed of 
brain power before spending dollars.” This is part of a small town business 
approach to doing business. What does that mean to spend brain power before 
you spend dollars? 

 
Becky: It means to be frugal, it means to be creative about how you handle things rather 

than to throw money at the problem. We’ve all heard about startups that have 
been funded by whatever venture capitalist or angel that has just dropped a truck 
load of money on them, so they’re just throwing money at every single problem 
without really thinking about each problem necessarily.  

 
 A lot of times this can be one of the causes of failure in startups is that they 

spend that wad of money without doing the creative thinking of, “How could we 
get along without that?”  So the opposite of that is bootstrapping where you say, 
“I’m going to do it on all my own dollar and I’ll figure out how to make it work. 
Because they’re my dollars I’ll make each one go as far as they can.” 

 
 In my liquor store when my mom took over the store back in 1992 she started 

carrying a lot more wine than the previous owner did. She needed a place to 
store the extra wine on its side so that it would stay in good shape. Well, she 
didn’t have any industrial specialized wine racking for the back rooms. That costs 
money. My mom was not about to spend money on that, so she figured out how 
to use old bookshelves and took the cardboard dividers from wine boxes and 
made wine shelves in the back room. It cost her nothing to do that and we are 
still using those 20 years later, we still haven’t spent money on industrial shelving 
and it still works just fine.  

 
 Now, there’s a contradiction that goes with this. We get this idea from farmers 

who are some of the most frugal, tight, still have the first dollar they ever made, 
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individuals. At the same time, they’ll spend a quarter of a million dollars on a 
harvester and all the equipment that goes in it, the thing is computer controlled 
and GPS guided, it’s a high tech marvel. The way they could afford to invest in 
that is by looking long term, “How many years will I use it?” Also, by being frugal 
in other areas and saying, “Knowing that I have to invest in that equipment, what 
can I figure out a creative way to do without?”  

 
 That kind of balance in between is where the magic happens. You have to be 

willing to invest in equipment where it’s needed without throwing your money 
around just to impress other people.  

 
Matthew: Right. You also talk about one of the things that small town businesses have 

traditionally had to wrestle has to do with actually finding skilled workers. It’s 
really almost just a math problem. If there are fewer people around you, you’re 
going to have a smaller labor pool. If you get more specialized there’s going to be 
a declining chance that you’re actually going to find someone who has exactly 
the skills you need. 

 
 You also talk a little bit about how people need to be creative in terms of how 

they go about finding the people to do the jobs that they need done. Can you talk 
a little bit about that?  

 
Becky: I think that there’s a really big analog between that and the situation that all 

employers find themselves in. When we have a large pool of labor that’s not 
really doing anything right now, but they’re not necessarily qualified to do what 
you need them to do. In small town we have this magnified, because we have a 
workforce that tends to be older. A lot of small towns the age pool skews older, 
so we have a retired population.  

 
 We have young people that the most qualified young people are encouraged and 

almost pushed to go to big cities, so we take them out of the labor force. We’re 
watching for people boomeranging back. There’s people that maybe have a DUI 
or a drug conviction. Some people end up in small towns because they weren’t 
able to make it in a big city.  

 
 So it’s a really complicated labor situation in small towns and the businesses 

have to be more creative. They may have to accept what they would normally 
have considered a disqualification, “The person has a DUI, but is that important 
to what I’m hiring them for?” They also have to get creative about being willing to 
do distance work, connecting with people across distance; what can be handled 
online, what can be handled by virtual assistants or remote people.  

 
 There’s a really great business called Headway Themes in Kansas and they 

have people in Europe and in Australia doing support so that they can cover 
global time, but also because that was the handiest place that they found the 
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qualified people. Within their own community they weren’t going to find the 
people that had the qualifications they needed. 

 
 Another thing that people do with small town businesses is they get involved in 

building the workforce they need. Cory Miller with iThemes is doing this, creating 
a non-profit that is focused on training the future workforce that he wants to be 
able to draw from. That’s a pretty forward-thinking thing for a private business to 
be doing, but it’s still very necessary.  

 
 We need as businesses, as part of our local community since we are invested in 

our local community, we need to be involved in building the workforce that we 
want to see. That means being involved in education, whether it’s public 
education or building your own education system where you’re training workers.  

 
Matthew: That also connects to this idea that businesses now need to be embedded in a 

community ideally, but to the extent that businesses are also operating online 
and that also customer bases are self organizing into communities whether the 
company wants them to or not. Not just from the workforce standpoint, but also 
from a customer base standpoint, as you guys emphasize in the book, 
companies really need to focus on community and community building. In fact, 
you talk about how you need to treat your customers like a community, especially 
since the social media that’s enabling people to create communities is already 
kind of operating according to small town rules.  

 
 I was wondering if we could talk about that as we go into the final stretch here. 

What can companies do to actually help build their customers or help enable this 
community building or empower community building among their customers?  

 
Becky: I want to start with a caution on that. A lot of what gets labeled as community 

building online is a lot more like audience building. If you’re thinking of it in terms 
of getting more people listening to you, rounding up more followers, getting more 
likes, you’re thinking audience. If you’re thinking about individuals and you’re 
thinking about connecting to them, learning about them, hearing from them 
individually, and you’re thinking of people, then you’re getting a lot closer to 
community building. 

 
 The rules of community are really kind of the same rules that we use to build 

community in small towns and you can use these online. They’re easy things, like 
connecting with people as individuals. In a small town we might mean that we sit 
down together for a meal or we have a big community meal and everyone is 
invited. With the Google Hangout you can get together a group of your customers 
and sit down at lunch and have a virtual lunch together.  

 
 When you talk to two or three of your customers individually you’re doing 

community building, as opposed to broadcasting from the balcony to your 
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thousands of adoring fans building audience. It’s the difference between really 
building community, dealing with the positives and the negatives, and focusing 
on people as individuals, that’s where you’re building community. 

 
Matthew: Right. Frankly, whenever I hear “audience,” “We need to figure out what our 

audience wants,” it’s this broadcast metaphor. You’re sending something out 
there and they’re consuming it, it’s non-interactive. Community means you’re 
communing, you’re actually interacting and developing relationships with one 
another.  

 
 I think you guys really hit that nail on the head when you said, “smart community 

builders come to stay.” That is that businesses that aren’t just looking to build 
audience but are really looking to build community are taking this long view and 
they are truly, through their actions and efforts, investing in community.  

 
Becky: That’s kind of an antidote for the “next new shiny” syndrome, which is just about 

the time you start establishing, you get past audience on a channel and you’re 
starting to build some community and you realize, “Oh, Pinterest, Pinterest is 
huge, we have to be there,” so you start building an audience there. By the time 
you start thinking of those people as individuals and connecting with them, then 
the next new shiny comes out and you have to run there.  

 
 If you’re always on the move to the next new thing you’re not building community 

with the people you’ve already connected with. As long as you’re being swayed 
by the huge numbers of people involved in a channel as opposed to the 
individual stories, then you’re thinking audience instead of community.  

 
Matthew: Right. Even the way you talked about that, and you also talk about it in the book, 

the difference between connecting, which social media really allows us to 
connect and often very loosely connect with a lot of people. If you just see 
connections, I have Twitter followers or Facebook friends or Pinterest 
subscribers, then you’re missing this critical part of the relationship building and 
the true community building, which means showing up and investing and taking 
the time to develop the relationships that are at the core of community. 

 
 We don’t have that much more time, Becky. I wanted to talk about something you 

guys do address in the book, which is the negatives of small town. I think when 
we think about small towns like Mayberry or something, we do think sometimes 
there are town busybodies, there are rumors, not only is everyone connected but 
also everyone knows your business. What are some of the negatives of the small 
town that can also crop up in online communities that you think people would be 
wise to try and avoid?  

 
Becky: It’s not all shiny happy small town everybody gets along. The same is true in your 

online community. In small towns, besides the gossip and everybody knows 
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everyone’s business, there’s also the closed mindedness to outsiders. This is 
pretty common in small towns and we see it online too. People that have created 
a community of their own and they don’t want to hear from somebody else or 
somebody who is new to the group has a hard time breaking in.  

 
 The solution is the same whether it’s online or offline. That is if you are the host 

then you welcome the new people, you bring them in and you make them part of 
the discussion. You find out what new and interesting viewpoint they have that’s 
different from everybody else in the group. Taking that initiative role of playing 
host can help diffuse of “we don’t like anybody outside’s new ideas.”  

 
 Another one that we have in small towns are the “cave people.” These are the 

citizens against virtually everything. These are the people who it does not matter 
what it is, they oppose it. If it’s change, if it’s movement, they oppose it. 
Goodness knows we’ve all seen these people online as well. They’re against any 
change or any movement in the way things have been right now.  

 
 There are really only a couple of ways to successfully deal with that. One is just 

to over-communicate and to make sure that the right story is getting out there, 
because cave people are notorious for making up their own version of the world 
and spreading that around. You have to over-communicate over and over again 
in every different kind of medium that you have available to you. Then you share 
the message over and over, whatever it is.  

 
 This is true online as well. I know that as marketers we get tired of saying the 

same thing because surely everyone in the community has heard it by now. The 
answer is no, they haven’t and if they did they weren’t listening. You might as 
well say it again another 100 times to make sure that it actually reaches the 
people that need to hear it. That helps diffuse a lot of the opposition when you 
communicate so clearly. 

 
Matthew: With the over-communication piece, I was talking to one of our guests a few 

weeks, Ardath Albee, and she was saying how people get sick of the content that 
they produce so they feel like they have to keep producing new stuff rather than 
trying to get the most mileage out of the things that are already there. You’ve 
seen it a million times, but there are still a million people that never even saw it 
once. It seems like marketers forget about that.  

 
Becky: That is so true. It’s especially true when we’re doing community building. It’s not 

just a piece of content that we’ve created, we created it as content and then we 
had to tell everyone about it. Especially if it’s about a limited time event, 
something is coming up and you want everyone to know about it, you almost 
cannot talk about that enough because there are people listening at different 
times.  
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 With our online community there’s no way to be sure that the message got to 
every house, just like today you can’t be sure that the local newspaper goes to 
every house or that everybody reads it or opens it, or that everybody is online 
and you can get them all through Facebook.  

 
 There’s the same complicated idea that we have to try to reach each person, but 

how do we actually get that done. The primary method is you have to keep 
saying it over and over. You’ll be completely sick of it before you get half way 
near how many times you need to say it.  

 
Matthew: I think that’s right. I spent some time in the corporate communications world and 

there was always that, “But we sent out an email,” and that’s where 
communication ended.  

 
 We have about two minutes left here. There was something really interesting you 

end up on in the book. This was that people should think about keeping their 
businesses small. There’s so much emphasis that’s put on growth, being bigger 
and better, and yet you all say, “No, no. There’s power in small.” With about 30 
seconds here, why do you think people should keep their businesses small? 

 
Becky: Barry Moltz came up with and put it on stickers and said, “Go Small or Go 

Home,” and that is because organizations under 150 people are better able to 
communicate in the way that our human brains work and are able to build an 
effective network. You can still build a big company while staying small. Gore and 
Associates managed to do it; every time they have a work unit it’s always 150 
people or fewer. It can be done, to build a big impact even while staying small.  

 
Matthew: That’s nice. I’ll have to see if I can get one of those stickers from Barry, I like that. 

It reminds me of the 1970s, the small is beautiful movement.  
 
 Becky, that’s all the time we have left today. I loved talking to you and hearing 

your accent from the heartland. If people want to find out more about your work 
and about your book, where would you send them? 

 
Becky: For the book you can find that at SmallTownRules.com. If you want to see more 

about me you can find me at BeckyMcCray.com.  
 
Matthew: I’m glad you emphasized the two Cs. I noticed you had several Twitter accounts 

to catch the people who were misspelling your name.  
 
Becky: Exactly. I had to do it so that I could catch those people that leave the C out. It’s 

tricky, but if you go to BeckyMcCray.com from there I have links to everything I 
do online. 
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Matthew: All right. It’s been a pleasure speaking with you, Becky. I wish you all the best. 
Your book has been out for awhile and I hope it continues to be widely read.  

 
 Folks, I’d like to thank you for listening here to the end. This has been the 

Marketing Smarts Podcast and I’ve been your host Matthew Grant. Talk to you 
next week.  

 


