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Matthew:  Hello and welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I am your host, Matthew Grant, managing editor here at 
MarketingProfs and I thank you for listening. 

 
 When I interviewed Guy Kawasaki, I mentioned that I was also interviewing, 

Andy Sernovitz. Guy said, “The word of mouth guy, right?” My answer was an 
emphatic yes. Indeed, Andy literally wrote the book on word of mouth marketing.  

 
In addition, Andy has a lot of ideas and strong opinions about community building 
and marketing ethics so I invited him to Marketing Smarts to discuss all of the 
above. The following conversation was the result. 

 
 Before we get started, I want to remind you that if you like what you hear in 

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.  

 
 Without much further ado, let’s get started. Andy, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 
 
Andy: It’s great to be here. I hope I’m smart enough. 
 
Matthew: I have no doubts about that, Andy. I wanted to jump right into things here. In your 

book, Word of Mouth Marketing: How Smart Companies Get People Talking, you 
pointed out that when you start talking about word of mouth marketing, some of 
it, at least on the surface, sounds obvious and straightforward. 

 
You say that you have to do things that are worth talking about. I know that you, 
so far in your career, have done a lot of things that are worth talking about. 
Hopefully, we’ll talk about some of them over the course of the next half hour.  
 
I was curious to know if there are things that you’ve done that you think are worth 
talking about and you’ve been surprised, shocked or even startled to find that 
people just don’t talk about it. 

 
Andy: There are two interesting pieces to that. The first one is the idea of the second 

“M.” Word of mouth is the stuff that’s been around forever. You just get lucky and 
sometimes people talk about your stuff. 

 
Word of mouth marketing is marketing. It’s a conscious, planned program to 
encourage people to talk about you. If we think about it, there’s nothing radical in 
my book. There’s nothing special that I teach about word of mouth marketing 
except for the fact that you should step up and try to do something about it. You 
need to plan it, execute it and keep it going. 
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 I promised two things. The second one is the stuff that can be so meaningful in 
word of mouth. These are things like being nice to people, giving them amazing 
service, reaching out to folks who need an extra hand and showing them that 
your company cares about them. 

  
 These things are obvious in a deep human level. They get lost in the everyday 

corporate life. We need to have a word of mouth program, a chief customer 
officer or an evangelism program to help companies remember to be human. 

 
Matthew: I think that was something that you pointed out that was sort of odd and got me 

thinking. One of the critical pieces of word of mouth marketing is people speaking 
to people. It’s funny in our podcast that we recorded the other week in 
Minneapolis. 

 
We spent a lot of time talking about what people do in order to sit down and have 
face to face interactions with their customers and how critical that is as a 
business practice. And yet, as you have pointed out, customer service is 
sometimes outsourced or even commoditized in certain ways. 

 
 A lot of times, marketers don’t even spend time talking to their customers. They 

think, “That’s what sales does.” or “That’s what customer service does.” Are 
people just insane? 

 
It seems like one of the most critical components of marketing and what you’re 
doing as a company would actually be interacting with your customers and yet 
that’s something that’s being shunted down the line. How has this come to pass, 
Andy? 

 
Andy: it’s a silo problem. We’ve thrown talking to customers to sales which means 

someone’s allowed to talk to customers until they close the deal and then they 
never talk to them again. 

 
 Or we’ve shunted it over to customer service which means to only talk to 

customers when they’re having a problem and get them off the phone as fast as 
you can. There is no middle department which is just talking to customers, 
keeping them happy and seeing what else you can do for them. 

 
 When you compare what it would cost to talk to your customers on a regular 

basis and when you add in the variable that it’s always cheaper to sell more stuff 
to an existing customer than chase a new one, suddenly you realize that just 
talking to folks all the time is how you get your existing customer to be great 
customers. 

 
 We don’t have a department for that. We don’t have a spreadsheet for it. 

Companies have forgotten how it works. 
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Matthew: I was curious about this cost issue. You do spend time in the book talking about 

how these are the things we measure. We measure our promotions. We 
measure our direct mail but we don’t measure word of mouth marketing. 

 
 At one point, you said, “Word of mouth customers are free.” I was wondering 

about that. That caught me up a little bit. One of the things that you also pointed 
out is that many times when we do have word of mouth marketing or when 
people are actually talking about our companies, they’re talking about things like 
advertising that we’ve done. 

 
 They’re talking about our customer service and the customer experience. All 

these things do actually cost something in the sense that advertising costs 
something. Hiring employees and having them talk to people costs something. 

 
 I was curious about that. Are word of mouth customers really free or is it more 

that we forget the word of mouth dimension that’s woven into most of the 
marketing things that we do? 

 
Andy: It’s the second one. We forget to count the cost and the value of word of mouth. 

Here are some interesting examples. You buy some Google ads and you get a 
bunch of leads. You know they’re worth $1per lead. 

 
 You have a dollar value for it. Those leads land on some page on your website. If 

you get the same number of people who just show up at your website because 
they were referred by friends or other customers or heard about your brand, 
theoretically they should be worth at least as much as those people who came 
from the AdWords. 

 
 However, you don’t assign that dollar value to the folks who just showed up from 

word of mouth. There’s no justification for leads generated by word of mouth 
because it isn’t on the spreadsheet. You start to realize that not only are they 
possibly the same customers showing up but you didn’t have to pay for them. 

 
Most likely a word of mouth referral is coming to your site at the recommendation 
of a friend with the personal endorsement of a friend. There is a good chance 
that those are much more active seekers. They are much more likely to convert. 
We’re probably radically undervaluing the word of mouth leads versus just any 
old lead that walks to the door. 
 
The customer service angle is the same thing. Customer service only lives in the 
expense column. At a company that doesn’t get it, the goal is “reduce the amount 
of time we talk to people.” 
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Matthew: That’s why I was talking about this commoditization. You might make it almost 
like an assembly line or industrial process. The faster, the more efficiently we can 
do this, the better we’re getting at it. 

 
Andy: Yes, and there are two big numbers that we’re missing which dwarf the costs of 

the actual customer service. One is, how many referrals did good customer 
service generate? 

 
 You have a chance to talk to a customer on the phone. If you leave them with a 

great experience at the end of that call, they will tell people. That is so much 
better than seeing a random ad in a magazine. 

 
 We don’t have any system in most companies to track new customers generated 

through word of mouth. We also don’t track the number of new customers 
through customer service. We also have no way to track customers we’ve lost 
through crappy customer service. 

 
 Every time someone calls and you fail to solve their problem on the first phone 

call, what do we do? We hang up the phone and we say, “These guys are 
bastards and the stuff is not working.” We’d probably blog it or Facebook it. 

 
 At that point, even if we fix it on the second phone call, we didn’t save any 

money. We now paid our staff to talk to these folks twice. We’ve pissed them off 
for life. We’ve left them hanging between call on day one and call on day two, 
getting angrier and angrier. 

 
Matthew: I was reading through your book and thinking about my own customer service 

experiences. For example, it may turn out that we believe our current phone 
company. I feel like the people are nice who I talk to but we recently have had a 
lot of customer service interaction with them. 

 
 Part of the problem is that they tell us different things. They tell us to do things 

that wreck things or make them worse. I think sometimes people just despair. 
With any phone company you’re going to deal with what feels like a huge 
bureaucracy. You just feel bad for the customer service people. 

 
Is it just that some companies say, “Because I’m such a gigantic company. I don’t 
have to care about this stuff.” or do you think even the giant companies where 
there isn’t a ton of competition should really be caring about customer service? 
Eventually the worm’s going to turn and they’re going to have to pay for it. 

 
Andy:  You’re giving me a lot of softballs here. 
 
Matthew: I’m going to get you to the “gotcha journalism” a little later. 
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Andy: Why do companies not get this idea? I don’t know. There are these giant 
examples of companies that provide us great service who make a bunch of 
money. Southwest is the only airline ever in the history of the world to make 
money. They’re the only ones who are nice to us. No one else can seem to figure 
this out. 

 
 USAA has crazy customer loyalty in the insurance department. They make a 

fortune. There is Rackspace in web hosting. There is Zappos in shoe sales. You 
go down the lines. The nice companies always make more money. When their 
competition sits around, for some reason, this idea just doesn’t click at some 
businesses. 

 
 Zappos is the most interesting example. We all have our Zappos.com amazing 

customer service story. What’s most interesting about Zappos is they sell shoes 
you can buy anywhere else on earth. They sell them at full retail price which 
means there’s nothing you can buy at Zappos that you can’t get cheaper 
somewhere else. People pay a premium to that company because the 
company’s nice. 

 
Matthew: Is that what you mean? In your book you say, “Marketing doesn’t get any easier 

than this.” That was something else that caught me up. You get into this notion of 
“You just have to have amazing products. You have to do things that are really 
remarkable and memorable.” 

 
On the one hand, that’s hard to do. It’s hard to come up with truly amazing, 
innovative products. It’s something that always gets me a little bit when people 
say, “We have to be more like Apple.” I think, “Well, what do you mean? Take a 
lot of acid and reinvent the whole industry?” 

 
Andy: That’s what we recommend. Everyone drop some acid. We’ll come back to the 

call in 20 minutes. 
 
Matthew: Excellent. I get hung up. I guess sometimes when people think about word of 

mouth, they think, “I have to do something really crazy or memorable and really 
stand out. I have to be the purple squirrel.”  

 
 A lot of what you’re talking about is stuff that literally anyone can do. That is, 

provide better customer service. Be nicer to people. Is that what you mean when 
you say marketing doesn’t get any easier than this? It’s just really doing the right 
thing. 

 
Andy: Yes. It’s sad as hell that just doing the right thing makes us a special company. 

We all have stories like this. There’s the drycleaner by my house. They’ve lost 
some shirts which can happen at any drycleaner. We went back later that day 
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and they found them. The next day the manager called us up and said, “Hey, we 
wanted to make sure everything was okay.” 

 
 That 60 second phone call makes us a customer for life. We probably told 12 

people. Whoever we saw at school that night or whoever we saw that week, we 
mentioned it. Suddenly everyone knows that the drycleaner has a heightened 
sense of customer service. It’s not the 60 second call. 

 
 It’s these high-grade personal recommendations that drive in business. If you 

scale that up into a mega-sized corporation, you look at what Southwest Airlines 
does. Every morning they get together with their proactive customer service 
team. That is what they call it. 

 
 They look at all the flights the previous day. They look for anything that might 

have gone wrong. I’m not saying customers called in and complained saying, 
“Wow, this flight was really late. It snowed over there. We had a mechanical 
failure.” 

 
 They contact all the customers on the planes who might have been upset. They 

send a bunch of emails and a few phone calls. Hundreds of customers’ minds 
are suddenly blown because the airline is apologizing for things that the 
customer didn’t yet complain about. 

 
Matthew: Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever flown Southwest. That sounds pretty good. 
 
Andy: That’s because you live in the woods up there, wherever you are. 
 
Matthew: I live up here in New England. We’ve recently bought a used car and it’s had a 

perpetual leaking problem. In fact, here in Massachusetts, they have a lemon 
law. If you have to take something back three times within a certain period of 
time for the same problem, technically they have to give you your money back. 
You can just return the car. 

 
 I do have to say that we’ve talked about doing that. It’s not like it’s not a hassle. 

Of course, it is a hassle to do that. I feel like this dealership has really surprised 
me in how accommodating they’ve been in trying to fix this problem and how 
seriously they’ve taken it. 

 
 It’s one thing to give us a loaner car when we have to bring the car in. But they 

actually drive it to our house, pick up our car and drive it in. It’s been really hard 
for me and my wife to be mad at them, I find. 

 
Andy: Exactly. 
 
Matthew: That counts for something. 
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Andy: It counts for a lot. When I lived in Chicago you never saw an Infinity car. There 

wasn’t a local dealer as far as I know. No one drove them. Lexus was that 
category. They owned it. 

 
 I moved to Austin and there were Infinities everywhere. I wandered into the 

dealer. I needed a new car. It was a beautiful dealership. Everyone was really 
nice. It was incredibly low hassle. It was obvious that people are buying the car 
because they like the dealer who was nice to them. 

 
 They could go buy a Lexus, a BMW or a Mercedes. There were plenty of other 

good cars. How we’re treated changes the conversation which is what brings it 
back to word of mouth. You can get a good product in any category from lots of 
companies. 

 
 Being good or making good stuff doesn’t make you remarkable anymore. It just 

gets you a seat at the table. Being worth talking about is so much more important 
than just making decent stuff. 

 
 Being worth talking about leads to all of the things that you can do that 

encourage word of mouth. Some of them, one we focused on here, was great 
service. That extends to all kinds of remarkable experiences from the 
fundamentals of good service to wacky moments and silly stunts and everything 
in the middle. Why would someone say, “I love those guys?” 

 
Matthew: It sounds like that one of the reasons people might love you is because you 

perpetually do the right thing. That brings us to another thing that stood out for 
me in your book. You talk about this particularly in the word of mouth marketing 
manifesto. It is this focus on ethics. 

 
 In fact, it’s the first step or the first vow you make if you’re going to really be 

committing yourself to word of mouth marketing. You have to be ethical about it. I 
was curious if you could tell us about what you mean by being ethical but also 
why that has to be the very first thing.  

 
Is it because it’s so easy in the sense with word of mouth marketing to be 
unethical? Are there are a lot of temptations to be unethical when you’re pursuing 
this approach to marketing? 

 
Andy: It’s not so much that’s it easier. Everyone knows how to post a fake review. We 

all know when we see a fake review on some restaurant’s website. It’s not so 
much about temptation as the fundamentals of what make this work. 

 
 In the end, what is word of mouth? It’s a recommendation from someone you 

trust that a product or service is worth buying. What that means is that trust is the 
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fundamental medium of word of mouth. Someone is going to put their name on 
the line and say, “I like those guys. You should do business with them.” 

 
 In the same way, billboards are the medium of outdoor advertising and a website 

is the medium of internet marketing. Trust is the medium of word of mouth. If you 
lose that trust, you lose the ability to generate word of mouth. You unleash 
unbelievable negative word of mouth. 

 
 When you go out there as a word of mouth marketer, if you start manipulating, 

falsifying, shilling or cheating in any way, not only doesn’t that work because 
everyone knows you do it. Everyone knows when a company cheats. Even when 
you do good things and earn fans, you’ll always be the company that lies to 
people or pays for some of their good reviews or sometimes cheats. 

 
 There’s no way to restore that to your reputation. Nine times out ten, companies 

do not set out to do unethical things. They don’t go out there to shill or do fake 
word of mouth or any of these things. What happens is that we don’t have a 
culture of ethics inside of a company. 

 
 We don’t have social media policies and do social media training. The stuff that 

might be okay when you’re an undergrad promoting a fraternity party doesn’t 
work when you’re representing a major brand. 

 
Matthew: Right. It sounds like a lot of companies don’t have internal systems or methods 

for auditing what they’re doing or reviewing they’re doing. The silo issue comes 
up as well as you mentioned before. What this group is doing over here may 
actually be hidden from people who are responsible for the things over on this 
other side. 

 
Andy: It’s hard because the spreadsheet says we made X amount of money. You go to 

the hotel and the gym costs $30 extra. They call it a spa and all you want to do is 
use the treadmill for 20 minutes. 

 
 The spreadsheet says, “Wow, we sold 100 people times $30. That’s $3,000 a 

day times 365 days a year. That’s a million dollars a year we’re making.” That’s 
only one side of the spreadsheet. 

 
 The other side says how many customers walked down and said, “Thirty dollars 

for the gym? You have to be kidding.” They never stay there again. They tell all 
their friends to never stay there again. 

 
 We talked earlier about if there is a cost or revenue attached to word of mouth. 

There is and it’s huge but it’s falling between the columns of the spreadsheet. 
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Matthew: This also raises one of the peculiarities I think about word of mouth marketing. 
Ideally, if it’s functioning properly, the conversations that are happening that are 
actually driving business are not from your company outbound to consumers or 
customers. It’s between customers and their group of trusted friends or peers 
and people that they talk to if they want a recommendation on doing something. 

 
 In a sense, it’s really conversations that are happening out in the community. You 

talked about that as communities, online communities and developing 
communities, as a tool also or a platform for getting involved and in the 
conversation but also providing customers a place where they can actually have 
these conversations.  

 
You are currently involved in things like SocialMedia.org and in the past through 
the Word of Mouth Marketing Association. You’ve been involved in launching, 
overseeing and making communities effective. 
 
In the last part here of our conversation today, I was wondering if you could 
share some of the things that you’ve learned in the course of setting up, 
managing and making these communities really effective platforms for people to 
share insights and information and talk to each other. 

 
Andy: That’s a big question. There are a lot of things that make a good community. I 

think the number one thing is the idea of people like you. When you look at our 
SocialMedia.org brand identity, our internal work and what defines this group, it’s 
this idea that you have to get people with really tight common interests in a 
community. 

 
 That requires some screening. That requires making choices about who should 

fit in the community and who doesn’t fit in the community. That’s sometimes 
tough. The broader the group gets, the less interesting it gets which is why you 
don’t have great conversations on a LinkedIn group or a Facebook group. 
They’re open to everyone. They just drift around. 

 
 The other thing that makes a great community is a strong moderator. There’s a 

natural phenomenon that the people with the most free time contribute the most 
to any conversation. The folks who are busy and the most focused, they say less 
in the group. A moderator has to restore that balance and make sure that only 
high-value conversations are happening. 

 
 We’ve all been there where there’s a community that started great and got bigger 

and bigger. They got one post too many that was a total waste of time and you 
click “unfollow.” Once you’re out, you’re out forever. 

 
Matthew: First of all, how do you manage this exclusivity part? I absolutely think that that’s 

right. The groups and especially communities I’ve seen that have longevity over 
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time, they’re very tightly controlled. It’s made to be a privilege to join them and 
there’s a sense of obligation. Are you willing to commit to doing this because 
that’s what makes the community go? 

 
 You said that it’s tough. With SocialMedia.org for example, are there specific 

policies or processes that you have in place that ensure the quality of the people 
that are going to participate in the community? 

 
Andy: Yes. We’re on extreme ends. To join the group, you have to work in a billion 

dollar or bigger company. You have to be one of the seven most senior people in 
social media. After that, each and every participant is hand interviewed by our 
staff before they’re brought into the group. 

 
 Each of our groups is broken into smaller communities of 80 companies which is 

about 500 people. There is three full-time staff for each group of 80 companies. 
It’s a pretty good community. 

 
Matthew: You also create a sense of commitment because people actually have to pay to 

become part of it? 
 
Andy: People pay a lot but that’s not necessarily the gaining factor. They’re all big 

companies. What we wake up every day thinking about is, “Will there be one 
great conversation today?” We don’t think, “Will there be five great 
conversations?” because that’s not better.  

 
Will there be one great conversation today and what can we do to keep that great 
conversation happening? Then we make sure nothing else bothers the members 
of the community. 

 
Matthew: Nice. Keep it focused and make sure that there’s high quality to what’s 

happening there. 
 
Andy: Yes. 
 
Matthew: We have about two minutes left here, Andy. When companies start trying to get 

more serious about word of mouth marketing, what would you say is the one 
biggest challenge that they run into that makes it difficult for them to really do this 
in a way that feels fruitful to them? 

 
Andy: Here’s where most companies mess up. They confuse a great word of mouth 

topic with a slogan or a tagline. You go out there and come up with a cool tagline. 
You think it’s going to go viral. You throw it on your Facebook page. You tweet it 
out. It’s a really cheesy corporate message. 

 



Marketing Smarts, Episode 41  
A Marketing Podcast July 18, 2012    Guest: Andy Sernovitz 
  

	  
Page	  11	  of	  12 

Copyright	  ©	  2012	  MarketingProfs	  

 Real people don’t repeat really cheesy corporate messages. In fact, real people 
don’t care about your brand attributes whatsoever. If you want to know if you 
have a terrible word of mouth topic, cut and paste it into a brochure or a press 
release. If it looks good in a press release that means it’s marketing copy. Real 
people aren’t going to repeat it because real people don’t talk like marketers. 

 
 You have to get your head around the fact that the word of mouth topic might be 

silly. It’s a carrier for a brand message. I think this is the best story about this. It’s 
1996. Apple’s on the skids. No one knows if they’re going make it and Steve 
Jobs comes back. They say, “Steve, please get people talking about us.” 

 
 What did Steve do? He could’ve talked about operating systems, product design 

and hardware features like every other computer manufacturer on earth. The 
topic that got people talking about Apple again was the cute pink, blue, purple, 
yellow and green iMacs. It was a cute computer. 

 
 It brought that brand back and it was an amazing word of mouth topic. Every fifth 

or fiftieth or five hundredth person who heard “cute computer” ended up finding 
out about the operating system, the hardware and the product features. 

 
 If they had flipped them and let the brand message go out first, no one would 

have found out about anything. If they pushed the word of mouth topic out first 
and real people genuinely repeat it, the brand message gets carried along. 

 
Matthew: It’s interesting how the Apple brand message has evolved into one that’s really 

about the aesthetics first and then the technology. Really, it takes aesthetics 
deep into the technology. What is my physical, sensual experience of using these 
products? How seamless does it go into my life? 

 
 It’s weird that it was about the pastel colors of monitor’s shell which really could 

be anything. It doesn’t matter to how or what the machine does. That became 
this core and something that seems almost frivolous the way you described it. It 
became so essential. 

 
 Sir, that is the end of the time that we have today here on Marketing Smarts. If 

people want to find out more about your books, your work and your 
organizations, where would you send them? 

 
Andy: WordOfMouthBook.com is where you get the book. My blog is Damn, I Wish I 

Thought Of That, DamnIWish.com. For tons of free information on word of mouth 
marketing, which is much less about me and less promotional, go to 
WordOfMouth.org. We’ve put up thousands of things from dozens of different 
authors over at WordOfMouth.org. 

 
Matthew: Thank you very much for joining us here, Andy. 
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Thank you, listener, for listening here all the way to the end. This has been the 
Marketing Smarts podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I have been your 
host, Matthew Grant. I’ll talk to you next week. 


