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Matthew:  Hello and 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. 

 
 This episode of Marketing Smarts is another twofer, recorded live in Los Angeles, or 

technically in Santa Monica, on April 25th, 2012. The event was the second stop on our 
Smart Marketers tour which has already taken us to Seattle and will take us to Miami, 
Minneapolis and Boston in the coming weeks.  

 
 The tour is being sponsored by Dun & Bradstreet, the world’s leading source of 

commercial information and insight on businesses, enabling companies to decide with 
confidence for 170 years. To find out more about upcoming dates on the tour, check out 
MarketingProfs.com/events. 

  
 This episode is a twofer because it actually consists of two separate interviews. The first 

features Eric Granof, CMO of AIA, the nation’s leader in writing bail bonds. I talked to 
Eric specifically about his company’s use of social media and content marketing to dispel 
myths and educate the public about bail. 

 
 In the second half of the episode, I interview Brad Abare, founder of The Center for 

Church Communication and Communications Director for the Foursquare denomination. 
At the Center for Church Communication, Brad started a projected called Church 
Marketing Sucks, so our conversation focused on what he meant by that and what he 
has been doing to make it better. 

 
 As a twofer, this episode is about twice as long as a normal episode of Marketing 

Smarts, but remember, you don’t have to listen to it all at once. Before we get started, I 
want to remind you that if you like what you’ve hear on Marketing Smarts and even if you 
don’t, you can always leave us a review in iTunes or comment on our site. You are also 
welcome to reach out to me directly via email at mattg@marketingprofs.com. 

  
 Without much further ado, let’s get the tape rolling. This is what we recorded when we 

brought Marketing Smarts to Los Angeles on April 25th. I hope you enjoy it. 
 
 
Matthew: I’d like to start by introducing Eric. Eric is the Chief Marketing Officer at AIA, a company 

formed in 2003 when Allegany Insurance, International Fidelity and Associated Bond 
merged to become the nation’s leader in writing bail bonds. Before joining AIA, Eric was 
the president of an integrated marketing firm, Thunder Factory.  

 
He has used his 19 years of marketing experience to do a lot of interesting things at AIA 
especially in the areas of content and social media marketing. We have invited him here 
to Marketing Smarts to talk about the challenges of marketing in the bail bond business 
and what he has done to help AIA market its services and AIA’s network of agents 
market theirs. Eric, welcome to MarketingSmarts. 

 
Eric: Thank you very much. 
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Matthew: It gets better. We had a whole thing on whether we should cross our legs or not. It turns 
out that doesn’t show up on audio. 

 
Eric: No. 
 
 
Matthew: Has anyone here ever had to use the services of a bail bond agent? They provide a 

service. I wanted to start by talking a little bit about that business. On the Expert Bail 
site, as Eric just mentioned, it stands written, “Hollywood has made billions of dollars by 
positioning bail bond agents as delinquents, scumbags and criminals. This is not the 
case and we want to set the record straight.” Eric, this is your chance to set the record 
straight in front of a live audience. You are trying to tell me that these people aren’t 
scumbags? 

 
Eric: No, they are definitely not. This is probably the first interview that I have done where the 

first question hasn’t been, “Do you know Dog the Bounty Hunter.” 
 
Matthew: Do you? 
 
Eric: I have met him on occasion. 
 
Matthew: Really? What is he like? 
 
Eric: He is very much like he is on television. I think that the interesting thing about it is that he 

is very much is a character for television. Bail agents are people just like the rest of us. 
They are small business owners and have probably had the business in their family for 
two or three generations.  

 
It’s a business that I think has unfortunately been defined by the media. It is a lot more 
interesting doing a television program or portraying bail agents in the way they are 
portrayed, running through the streets with guns ablaze wearing bulletproof vests. The 
reality is that they are like insurance salesmen but a television show about someone 
underwriting an insurance policy would be pretty boring.  

 
Matthew: How does someone find a bail bond agent to begin with? That was one of the things that 

I was thinking about prior to inviting you here. Your target audience has all been 
arrested. Were I to get arrested later this evening, how would I find you? 

 
Eric: Well the benefit of having me on is that now you know. That is a question that most 

people have though, because it is never something that you plan for. Even if you are 
going to do something bad, you never plan on getting caught. If you have been in trouble 
before, you will typically do business with the person who you did business with the first 
time, or maybe a family member would know somebody.  

 
The internet is also a good source. What we try to do with Expert Bail is to answer that 
question. When people have found themselves in that situation, they don’t know who to 
turn to. This is about creating a brand in a category that has never had a brand and 
create something that’s top-of-mind. People will know, “I can go online to Expert Bail and 
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type in an address or a zip code to find a bail agent that has been approved by these 
guys anywhere in the country.” 

 
Matthew: Why don’t you tell us about ExpertBail.com? It is a site that is sponsored by AIA but it is 

not an AIA site. 
 
Eric: What a lot of people don’t realize is that bail bonds are insurance products and AIA is an 

insurance company. It’s the bail division of a larger group of insurance companies. We 
have agents around the country that write bail, which is an insurance policy which is our 
paper. That insurance policy is a guarantee that the person who is let out when the 
judge says that they can get out for a certain amount then they will appear in court. The 
most simple way to describe it is that a bail agent lets somebody out through this 
process and then makes sure that they show up for all their court dates. If they don’t 
show up, then the bail agent is responsible for the full amount of the bond, thus the 
effectiveness of bail in making sure that person shows up. 

 
 We have 5,000 to 6,000 bail agents across the country. Our companies are the largest 

underwriters of bail. As an insurance company, they have always been our audience and 
we do what we can to make sure that they have the resources and tools they need to be 
as effective business operators as they can. 

  
We don’t need to communicate with the consumer directly because we are the insurance 
company, but we thought that if we were to better understand things from the consumer 
standpoint, we could do better job helping those agents. We decided to go out and talk 
to consumers and see what they know and think about bail and whether they could 
name any brands. What we found out is probably exactly what you’d think. Everyone’s 
first impression is Dog the Bounty Hunter. They have no idea how the bail process 
works. They have no top-of-mind brands.   
 
In southern California, there are a few brands that people have probably heard of 
because they do some advertising. But nationwide, there was really no top-of-mind, 
awareness or expectations. This business has a pretty bad image because of what’s 
been portrayed on television. We saw the opportunity and the need so we created 
Expert Bail as a resource for our agents to differentiate themselves and also to meet the 
consumer need for a trusted source of information. They can go there to find out about 
bail, get a bail agent if they need one and learn about a business that no one really 
knows about.  
 

Matthew: It’s a classic educational move in content marketing to explain all of the types of bail, the 
different procedures and other things. Right now, Dog is the human face on bail. That’s 
weird. One of the things that I like about it is that it gives it an alternate human face. You 
do focus on individual bail bond agents. There are some interesting stories there such as 
people who have had the business in their family for generations. 

 
Eric: I think that is really interesting. I almost look at the bail industry kind of like how 

professional baseball used to be if you talk to your parents and your grandparents. 
 
Matthew: Do you mean scumbags and delinquents? 
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Eric: Yes, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. No. The good players on the Brooklyn 

Dodgers and the Yankees used to be guys in the neighborhood. You would see them 
sitting on the stoop and you could talk to them. There were approachable. That’s how I 
perceive a lot of these bail agents. They are just like you and me. You sit there and you 
talk to someone. An hour and a half into the conversation you find out that they are a bail 
agent and you are shocked. It’s a continuous breaking of the stereotype in your mind of 
you who think a bail agent is.  

 
More than 50% of bail agents are women. Not a lot of people realize that. It’s a very 
interesting profession that attracts women because of the caring nature and the ability to 
work with people who are dealing with a difficult time. It makes a lot of sense.  When you 
are a woman, coming into bail out your son, your husband or your boyfriend, we hear all 
the time from women who are there, “Thank God it’s you and not that other guy. Every 
interaction breaks that stereotype. 
 
These bail agents are people who sponsor youth programs. One of our bail agents up in 
the Bay area had two boys that she had mentored through youth programs in the 
neighborhood who played in the Rose Bowl last year. Those kinds of stories come up all 
the time that you would never expect that from people in this industry. 

 
Matthew: Right. There is a lot of stigma around the whole bail process that we are letting people 

back out on the street, so maybe we shouldn’t have bail in the first place. But then there 
is a shadiness in a sense, where somehow the bail bond agents prey on people who are 
going through a difficult situation. They may even be invested in these individuals having 
trouble with the law. You said that you had a case of bail bond agent who is involved 
more in reforming criminals and helping them find a different path in their lives. 

 
Eric: Again, there are a lot of misperceptions about the industry. People think, “You make 

money by letting people out, so if people are committing crimes then it’s great for you.” 
The last thing that bail agents want is more crime because they have families too. They 
want to sleep at night knowing that the streets are safer. 
 
I think that you are talking about one of our agents up in the Bay area named Lou 
Maselli. There was a story done on him, I think by NBC. This is a man who is very 
religious and really believes in trying to help people. One of the stories was about a 
young man who had committed a crime and made a mistake. He mentored this boy and 
really helped him move his life in a better direction. The approach he takes with 
everyone who walks through his door including the families is that he is there to help 
them. He prays for them and does all these things. People think, “But you’re a bail 
agent.” He is a person. This is his job and his profession. This is what he does. 
 
Once again, it is a side of bail that is not really portrayed that way. I want to go on, but 
the point is that we have many stories like this. We have gone to the media to say, “Hey, 
we want to tell you these stories.” We think that this is a noble profession. Yes, there are 
bad apples but every industry has bad apples. We want to get these stories out there, 
but the media doesn’t want to tell them. The media says, “We haves bail agents wearing 
skimpy tank tops going out to get fugitives. We’re going to tell that story. We’re not going 
to tell the story about a bail agent who started a non-profit to help pregnant teenagers 
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maintain their education and give them school scholarships.” They didn’t want to do that 
story. They wanted to do the skimpy tank tops.  

 
Matthew: That’s not really an “It bleeds, it leads” kind of story.  Tell us more about these tank tops 

and the bounty hunters. 
 
Eric: It was actually really good. 
 
 
Matthew: To me, something that is interesting about Expert Bail is that it is an attempt to do 

community marketing in a sense. How did it start? How did you recruit people to be a 
part of it? How do actually vet them? Have you turned people down if they want to be 
part of this network? How does that work? 

 
Eric: I’ll take a step back and go to the insurance company. To write with our insurance 

companies you have to write a very strict set of criteria in terms of background checks, 
financial stability and history. We really vet our agents at a much higher level than other 
insurance companies do. If they meet the criteria to write with our companies then they 
are eligible to be in the Expert Bail network. It is a marketing tool for them to be in this 
network. We have really tried to position it as a Better Business Bureau kind of 
endorsement on an agent that has met this set of criteria. They are going to treat you the 
right way and not steal collateral. 

 
Matthew: So then you actually help these agents market their own services. What are the some of 

things that you have done there? Do you get them involved in social media? There is a 
Facebook page for Expert Bail. What kind of advice and guidance do you give the 
agents with in terms of helping them market their services to potential clients? 

 
Eric: We have created Expert Bail as a tool and then let them use the tool to differentiate 

themselves. If anyone has been near a jail or a courthouse, you will typically see those 
bail bond rows where you have bail agent after bail agent. Bail is a regulated insurance 
product. Everyone has to charge the same amount. You file a rate. It’s all marketing, 
branding and differentiating yourself. We have created an endorsement on an industry 
that has never had one. When you go down that bail bond row, now you see bail agent, 
bail agent, bail agent, Expert Bail. “I’m going to trust that guy.” It is a way to get that 
person in the door and differentiate yourself by creating that expectation of better 
service. 

 
Matthew: Are there agents who you think are using the Expert Bail community really effectively? 
 
Eric: They definitely are. We actually created an Expert Bail store for them to buy 

merchandise with the brand on it and we can see the activity when they buy 
merchandise and use that. It has definitely become something that they can leverage in 
terms of their marketing. Once again, when you come into this business and are 
potentially giving someone a good amount of money as a premium payment on a bail 
bond, you want to feel safe and know that they are the right person. Having another 
entity back a bail agent gives them that credibility and legitimacy is very valuable. 

  
Matthew: You have to pay 10% of what the bond is? 
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Eric: Let’s say it’s a $10,000 bond. It varies. The interesting thing about bail and probably one 

reason that there has never been a national brand is that it is a very local business. It is 
regulated differently in every state. There are 46 states in the US that actually allow 
commercial bail. I think that Texas has 264 counties and bail is regulated differently from 
county to county. That 10% is probably a general number you can use. If it’s a $10,000 
bond, just like an insurance policy, you pay a premium for that product. You would pay 
$1,000 to the bail agent which is non-refundable and then you are able to get out. This is 
opposed to paying the court $10,000. They would take away court costs and fees and 
return your money at the end once the case has been adjudicated. 

 
Matthew: Going back to the insurance side, as you said it is a very regulated industry. One of the 

ways that people get push-back on trying to do social media within companies is to say, 
“It’s really regulated. We can’t have a bunch of stuff out there. Everything has to be 
vetted and it all has to go through legal.” In trying to build the Expert Bail community and 
incorporate Facebook and Twitter, did you have to jump over a lot of hurdles within the 
AIA structure? Were you supported? 

 
Eric: We have been very smart marketers. We have legal teams that vet the things that we do 

but we really try to keep it informative. Being very educational, we don’t really try to get 
into topics that are going to be very controversial or put us in an awkward position. Once 
again, we are representing a group of agents out there so we have to put things out 
there on their behalf and be respectful of that. We’ve had a lot of fun with social media. 
The Dog element of this business does bring out the crazy stories. I think that it could be 
done in a way that reflects more positively on the industry. There are those great stories 
and those interesting characters out there in this business and we have tried to tap into 
that with our social media. 

 
Matthew: You are putting out a lot of content to a broad network. It seems like you are doing a lot 

of lot of content curation as they call it nowadays, so you are finding stories. They are 
scary stories, I found. There was one about how almost anything you are doing on your 
computer could be illegal. I don’t know how many of you know this but you are probably 
breaking the law right now and we have a troop of police officers outside. Luckily, we 
have someone from the bail bond industry who might be able to help you. 

 
 Someone was asking me about MarketingProfs’ business model earlier. This is a new 

line that we are trying out. 
 

Where do you get the content? You don’t write it all yourself.  Do you use systems that 
help you curate? How are you finding stuff?  

 
Eric: I found this really interesting site. It’s called Google.  
 
Matthew: How do you spell that? 
 
Eric: Every morning, the team gets in and we search the news from the last 24 hours. 

Amazingly enough, if you type in a word like “jail”, pages and pages come up. It is 
interesting though when you read some of these stories. The one that you are referring 
to is an interpretation of a policy called the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act. If your 
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company has a policy for how computers should be used and you violate that policy by 
going on Facebook when they say you can’t use social media, it is actually a jailable 
offense as interpreted by the Department of Justice. 

 
 It freaked a lot of people out but it got us 3,500 views on our site and it was shared. 
 
Matthew: There is also that weird one about the lady who faked having cancer so she could have 

a fancy wedding. Can you believe that people do this? 
 
Eric: In the last two months, I have written three blog posts about articles about people faking 

cancer. There have actually been two more than I haven’t done because I think that 
people are getting bored with it. It’s unbelievable. 

 
Matthew: You could have a tag on the blog, “faking cancer”. 
  
 We have time for some questions, so if you don’t mind, I wanted to open things up. 
 
Eric: I have tons. 
 
 We could ask them questions that would be interesting. We could start with them asking 

us. I was wondering if people had questions for Eric. 
 
Speaker 1: I’ve only watched Dog’s show one time but it keeps coming up, so I am going to bring it 

up one more time. I was actually surprised at how humane he actually is. It seems like 
he speaks respectfully to the people he ends up arresting and he actually cares. Is that 
an angle that you can take? Obviously, if you don’t watch the show, you might have an 
image of who he is. If you do, you might have a different image. Have you ever used 
someone like him to change the image that people have?  

 
Eric: You’ve got to give Duane Chapman credit. The guy has had a rough go of it and I think 

that he has found a sweet spot for himself. He has really created a brand that works on 
television and that you can connect with. The bulletproof vest and the attitude is not 
representative of the majority of bail agents in the business. At the end of the day, Dog is 
also a fugitive recovery agent or a bounty hunter. That is very different than a bail agent. 
He isn’t a licensed bail agent, actually. His wife, Beth, is the licensed bail agent.  

 
The job of a bail agent is to ensure that person gets back to court. If you are underwriting 
that bail bond, that insurance policy, you are getting indemnitors. You’re making sure 
there is collateral. You’re doing background checks. You’re making sure that you know 
to find that guy. A really good bail agent won’t necessarily use a bounty hunter because 
they have underwritten that policy the right way. To be perfectly honest, the majority of 
the time when people don’t show up to court, it’s because they overslept or forgot. It is 
only a very small percentage of the time that you have to really go after someone, and a 
small percentage of that where it really gets violent and you’re kicking over doors. I think 
the perception out there is that it happens all the time. It’s not really like that. That 
negative image of all those horrible things happening perpetuates these thoughts. 
People think, “We don’t want bail agents in our neighborhood because these guys will be 
running through the streets with guns. We should get rid of commercial bail in our 
community.” 
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I understand that there are definitely positive things there. I give the guy credit for what 
he has done but as an industry message, there are better and more productive things 
we could do. 
 

Speaker 2: Hi. What things in terms of your marketing activities have bubbled up as being more 
successful? I am also very curious as to how you track that success. What kind of 
analytics or metrics do you use?  

 
Eric: The site ExpertBail.com is basically the top of the pyramid that we drive everything 

towards. It becomes the place where people learn about bail. It becomes the place 
where they meet the people and learn the stories of the bail agents that Matt referred to.. 
It’s a place where they can go if they can’t find a bail agent if they happen to need one. 
They can call our number 24/7 to ask questions if they need to know how the process 
works. Everything that we do really has to drive traffic there and ultimately make our 
agents’ phones ring.  

 
I would say that from a success standpoint, social media has been the number one tool, 
which I don’t think we were expecting. It has been the blog posts and the stories. We 
have really been able to tap into a network of other social media sites. I think that this is 
something unique that we have done from a marketing standpoint. I don’t think a lot of 
people have done this. We have built in social media aspects to some of our media 
buys, such as print advertising. We will work with them and give them content that links 
back to our site, which they post on their Facebook pages. It has generated a lot more 
traffic for us. We are going to surpass 40,000 visitors to our site this month. This is a bail 
bond site. We have over 16,000 fans on Facebook. 
 
I think that when I first met Ann we had 3,000 fans. We’ve tapped into something there. 
There is a culture here. You find things like these mug shot magazines that are a very 
interesting phenomenon in pop culture right now. People are infatuated with mug shots. 
We have several partners now that tap into Facebook. We tap into their websites. 
People are really enjoying the content and the blog posts that we are writing. It’s been 
very interesting. It is continuing to grow like crazy. 

 
Speaker 3: Hi, you mentioned the media buys that you do. What other cross-channel marketing do 

you do? I’m thinking along the lines of joint ventures. Besides social media, what is the 
driving force in bringing traffic to your site? 

 
Matthew: We do traditional stuff. We did run television for a while. We gave agents tools to market 

locally. We would give them messaging and signage. We give them the ability to do 
events and promotions and we back them and help them out with that. Partnerships 
have been a very successful thing. We thought about what was going to make the 
biggest splash when it comes to a topic like bail. To us, those were things that the 
profession does that are the most impactful that no one would think about like tapping 
into the fact that 50% of bail agents being women. We want to leverage those channels 
and talk about those aspects of the business. 

 
 One of the things that we’ve done is partnered with the National Center for Victims of 

Crime, one of the oldest and largest victim advocacy groups in the country. It’s 
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something that will blow everyone’s mind’s here because it is the last thing that you 
would ever have aligned with a bail bond brand. You are probably thinking “Bail bonds 
and victim advocacy. I don’t get.” If you think about it, what is the sole purpose of what 
bail is intended to do? What the constitution intends bail to do is to ensure the 
appearance of a defendant to court who was released pre-trial. They have their day in 
court so that their case is adjudicated and justice can serve its purpose. 

 
 If you begin to think about victims, what does a victim want? They ultimately want their 

day in court. They don’t want someone to be released on their own recognizance where 
there isn’t a bail agent involved. Then they never show up and a warrant is issued. It’s 
thrown into the warrants with the police and no one ever goes after that person until they 
get caught again for committing another crime. When people are released on 
commercial bail, bail agents are potentially on the hook for a lot of money. He is going to 
make sure that guy shows up in court. By doing that, the indirect effect is that we ensure 
that the victim gets a chance at justice. 

 
 We have worked with some really good partners. A gentleman by the name of Jeff Dion 

with the National Center really gets that. There is also Crime Victims United here in 
California. Nina and Harriet Salarno are very good supporters of bail and they 
understand the value that we bring to the table. Once again, it’s a very strong message 
that opens up new channels for PR. People writing stories about what we are doing with 
Expert Bail drives people to our site. We have really tried to do a little bit of everything as 
a way to test and learn. 

  
Matthew: Nice. I think that we have time for one more question. 
 
Speaker 4: I have a quick question and a second longer question. You use the term “bail agent.” Is 

there a distinction between that and bail bondsman? 
 
Eric: It really depends. I think that bail bondsman is a term that probably gets used a lot in the 

media. I know that as an insurance company, we look to call them bail agents, much like 
an insurance agent. It adds a level of professionalism from our standpoint and how we 
work with our agents. It ties into the respect that we think that they deserve as 
professionals. There are places like Texas that are very proud of the word bail 
“bondsman” because it has a long heritage and history. Different parts of the country 
might approach the way they identify the business differently. As an insurance company, 
we address them as agents because it is an insurance product and they are agents. 

 
Speaker 4: It seems like the key problem in marketing the industry is that by the time someone 

needs your help it is too late. What have you done to counteract that? Have you tracked 
in terms of who the customer is? Is it a parent or relative or is there a sticker on the 
payphone? In Hollywood, we all hear about the one phone call. Is to the bail agent, or is 
to the mother? What is the process?  

 
Eric: That is actually a very good question. I think that most people think about bail agents 

and who they are dealing with and when you think about marketing, you’ve got a market 
where these seedy guys hang out. The reality is that it is not usually them calling you. It 
is usually the family member. It is usually the brother, sister, mother, father, grandfather, 
boyfriend or girlfriend. They don’t know who to call. It goes back to the first question that 
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Matt asked. What we have done is to just build a brand, create top-of-mind awareness 
and be out there in the media and shock people a little bit with the truth about what we 
are doing and telling the real story of bail. 

 
 You’ve got to be there in search. People used to find a bail bond agent by using the 

Yellow Book. It was literally the bread and butter of the Yellow Book business, with these 
huge double trucks. It is how it was done. Do you know how people use them now? My 
daughter sits on it at the dinner table so she can reach the table. People go online to find 
people now. We needed to be there organically and from a paid search standpoint. The 
value of the network is that you get agents that are everywhere they are. We have 
locations in the country where we will show up on the first page of Google. For of our 
agents, out of the top ten, there are six places where someone can find them because of 
their involvement with the network. 

 
Matthew: Thank you. And just for the record, I use the Yellow Book to extract confessions from 

perps. If people want to find out more they can go to ExpertBail.com and AIASurety.com. 
 
Eric: Check us out on Facebook. We have a lot of cool things going on there and we do a lot 

of promotions, charities and things like that. 
  
Matthew: Thank you very much. That was awesome. 
  
 I would like to invite Brad Abare up here as our second guest. Those were great 

questions, by the way. Thank you so much. Among other things, Brad Abare is the 
Communications Director for the Foursquare denomination. If you are not familiar with it, 
it is a Pentecostal denomination that actually rose from the evangelical ministry of Amy 
Semple McPherson, who was very active with the evangelical ministry here in Los 
Angeles in the 1920s. Brad is also affiliated with the Barna Group, which conducts 
research on the intersection of faith and culture. He also founded the Center for Church 
Communication where he also serves as a board member. 

  
 I found out about Brad because Ann Handley and C.C. Chapman referred to one of his 

projects, Church Marketing Sucks in Content Rules, the book they wrote about content 
marketing. The Church Marketing Sucks website describes itself as “The site to frustrate, 
educate and motivate the Church to communicate with uncompromising clarity the truth 
of Jesus Christ”. I was intrigued by this mission, especially the “frustrate” part. I am 
curious to find out how it is going and interested more broadly in the unique challenges 
that marketers of faith-based organizations face. I invited Brad to join us here this 
evening. Brad, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 

 
Brad: Thank you. I appreciate it. 
 
Matthew: I think that we should start with the most obvious question. Why in God’s name does 

church marketing suck? 
 
Brad: Much like what Eric was discussing, it sucks because it gets a bad rap. We often 

associate what happens with church or Jesus or God with kooky experiences we have 
witnessed or the televangelists or the quacks down the street where you ask, “Who are 
they and what are they pedaling?” You associate it with the people who knock on our 
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door or are out on the corner. That, like the bail industry, is not representative of the 
whole. That’s why it sucks. 

 
Matthew: I understood it as being very practical, like you thought the websites sucked, there was 

bad clipart on them and they were not monitored. 
 
Brad: Absolutely. In the church world at least, there is the sense that if your cousin can design 

it or your son knows how to open up Photoshop, you can get a website. Churches are 
cheap. Let’s have the pastor’s nephew put together something. You have every site 
looking like a geosite site from 1995. 

 
Matthew: I forgot about geo cities. Do you remember when that was the web? Those were 

awesome with  
 
Brad: They had the hit counter at the bottom. I kept hitting refresh just so it looked like people 

were coming. 
Matthew: Are there church websites that use hit counters? Like in terms of saved? 
 
Brad: Oh yes. Hit counters, dancing doves, crosses on hills, fires, it’s pretty amazing. 
 
Matthew: Wow. You started this in 2004, so that is eight years ago now. Has it gotten any better? 

Have you seen movement in the right direction? I will point out that if you do go to 
ChurchMarketingSucks.com, they do actually address the “suck” word. To some people, 
that is a bad word. I have had my kids reprimanded, “No, you’re not supposed to say 
suck”. So there is one for the faint of heart, Church Marketing Stinks. 

 
Brad: Yes, there is ChurchMarketingStinks.com if “sucks” offends you. We had to come out 

with that because there was Christian press that would not link to us because of the 
word “sucks” but they wanted the content. More people come in through “stinks” than 
“sucks”. But it’s the same site, it has the same logo, same everything. 

 
Matthew: Wow. If there is one take away from tonight, it’s “More people come in through stinks 

than sucks.” That’s one of my takeaways. A lot has happened since 2004, even just 
thinking about how Facebook has changed. Is it getting better? Is church marketing 
catching up with more cutting-age stuff that I guess is more mainstream or secular? 

 
Brad: That’s a great question. I think it’s getting better but I think that the gap is getting wider. I 

think that in general, the majority of the churches, especially the smaller ones, the bulk 
of those would still be on the less desirable side in terms of how they are 
communicating. There are 350,000 churches in America 

 
 Bigger churches or mega churches, just have a larger budget and more resources so 

they are able to do things a little bit better. Just because you have more money doesn’t 
mean that your marketing is going to be better. In general, I do think that it is getting 
better. Traffic isn’t dying down so the need is still there. I don’t think that people have 
moved on to say, “Hey, we don’t have to learn anymore.” 

 
Matthew: They are still coming to the site. 
 



Marketing Smarts, Episode 31  
A Marketing Podcast        May 9, 2012         Guest: Eric Granof & Brad Abare 
  

	  
Page	  12	  of	  19 

Copyright	  ©	  2012	  MarketingProfs	  

Brad: There is still bad marketing. That’s why MarketingProfs is around. We still need help. 
 
Matthew: We are going to work on this church marketing thing, right Ann? 
 
 I was thinking, “How do you find a church anyway?” Does church marketing suck 

because on some level, it is not that important? Is that one reason? Most people go to a 
church because that is what they grew up in. Whatever faith you are born in, that’s 
where you go. If you end up going somewhere else, it is usually because of word of 
mouth or because your friends are talking about it. Is that a misperception? 

 
Brad: No. The number one way people find out about a church to go to is by word of mouth, 

because of a friend. It’s not your website, Facebook page or direct mail. It is by word of 
mouth. I think that the disconnect sometimes is that the people who are representing 
Church are not doing it in a way that makes sense. I say church in the capital “C” sense 
in terms of the global church. Even when you take that down to a local church level, 
there is a disconnection between what that church stands for and what they are actually 
inviting somebody into. 

 
 So as opposed to, “Hey, come to our Sunday service because that’s church,” that’s not 

really church, if you ask the church. But that is the way people look at it. Church 
happens on a Sunday as opposed to it being a way of life. It’s being the church, not 
going to church. 

 
Matthew: You were talking about mega churches and televangelists like Pat Robertson, Gene 

Scott or back in the old days, Amy Semple McPherson. A lot of times, it is this person. 
There are two parts. One part is that you are going to church because you want to hear 
this person teach. Does this get in the way of marketing? It seems like that is like Pat 
Robertson who builds his whole network around himself. If you actually have a powerful, 
charismatic preacher, does the marketing get better or does that get in the way of doing 
the marketing? 

 
Brad: People often show up that way but it’s not necessarily the sustainable way. It would be a 

personality-driven church, or business in that regard. A lot of blogs are built on that. You 
don’t see a lot of blogs that are written and powered by multiple people. It is usually one 
star personality and that is who we are drawn to. We have seen throughout history, even 
in recent history, some of the ones like Jerry Falwell, Robert Tilton or Gene Scott. That 
can benefit churches but attendance and the church life in general goes down because 
they have only been able to tie themselves to the personality. 

 
Matthew: Right, so if something happens to that person, the church is gone. The second part of 

the church then, is more the church. It’s the community and that is where you hear from 
a brand or you are selling it through word of mouth. I imagine that has got to be part of 
your focus. How do you drive this word of mouth and arm people to get the message out 
in the way you want? Is that something you focus on? 

 
Brad: Absolutely. Just like any kind of business, there is a unique selling proposition. There is 

this idea that all churches in general are selling the same things like a relationship with 
Jesus, relationship with others or eternal life. 
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Matthew: Eternal life? 
 
Brad: That’s right. Sign up now in the back. That is the bigger story that churches are a part of. 

Really, what brings people into a local church community, whether it is a church or a 
parish or whatever the domination is, it is something unique about that church. It’s just 
like a business. Why do we get gas from this place or go to Target versus Walmart or 
drive a Ford versus a Honda? Both cars get you there. Both churches can help you 
increase your relationship with Jesus or understand about God and what it’s about but 
there is something unique about that church.  

 
We encourage people to look at what makes it unique such as the attributes and the 
personality of the church, so to speak. That’s how you connect with the community. 
Understand that and be that. Don’t try to be everything. Don’t try and be the church on 
the cover. Be the church on the corner.  Be who you are supposed to be. 

 
Matthew: Nice. I think of course that one of the big things that you struggle with as a marketer is 

refining your message in terms of what the value proposition and the unique selling point 
is. It seems that on the one hand, that is what the church has sewn up. Even people who 
don’t go to church could tell you what the message is on some level. Does that get in the 
way? On some level it seems like what you are talking about is if you are going to 
successfully market your church is actually identifying this true, unique differentiating 
point. That’s not the global message at all. It’s what you bring to it. How do you help the 
churches figure that out and articulate that? 

  
Brad: We do it in a variety of ways. I just worked with a church last week on this very thing and 

spent a day with them walking through what makes them unique. It can be through 
interviews, talking to the senior staff and teams, or community perceptions. I will go sit in 
a Starbucks and ask people if they have heard of the church and what they think about 
it. A lot of it is just trying to figure out what the perception is, both internally and 
externally. You start to find commonalities. “It’s the church that really loves and takes 
care of families” or “It’s the church that really reaches out to the homeless or the down 
and out, or people who have come out of jail or are in recovery programs.”  

 
 There are many different churches doing many different things. It is about finding out 

where their strengths are. One church in L.A. here has 273 different ministries. I was just 
with another church with three ministries. The church of three ministries doesn’t need to 
be the church of 273 ministries. They are going to do those three really well and the 
church with 273 ministries is going to do 273 not very well. But that’s what is unique 
about them. 

  
Matthew: If it is big enough and you have a huge organization then you can do it. 
 
Brad: Exactly. 
 
Matthew: Is there a part of church marketing that plays on denominational differences? Do 

churches have to market by saying things like, “Don’t go to them because they don’t 
have a fundamental approach to the Bible”? 
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Brad: That is certainly there. I actually think that it exists more within the people who are 
already churched, which is ironic. It is as though we are stealing people and shuffling 
them around. I think deep down, churches will tell you that they exist for the people that 
are not a part of the regular community already. I do think that the doctrinal issues and 
the theology issues are certainly important but I think it is less important to the mother 
who has just lost her husband, the family whose son just went off to the war or a family 
where people cannot find a job. Those are the real issues that a church can help 
address right there.  

 
Matthew: When you were talking before about the things that people don’t like about church 

marketing, I think part of it might have to do with the conversion message. There is the 
one thing of people having already decided. They have moved to a new community or 
they have gone through a life change and they are looking for a new community to 
belong to. You need to market to those people just to let them know that you are out 
there and what you have to offer them. I think that one association people might have 
with church marketing is this conversion message, “Your religion is wrong. You should 
try out this one.” Is that a misperception? 

 
Brad: I certainly think that there are churches where that that is one of the things that makes 

them unique. That exists but I see it less and less. I see more of the relationship side of 
things in terms of churches wanting to build relationships with others. It’s people to 
people. It’s not about a conversion. If I meet you, I’m not converting you to be my friend. 
We become friends over time. 

 
Matthew: I convert all my friends. 
 
Brad: That’s right.  
 
Matthew: Just ask Matt. 
 
Brad: That’s good to know. Thanks for the warning. It’s this idea of relationships and I think 

that is where churches can do better at understanding. That’s really what it’s about. It’s 
not about a conversion. 

 
Matthew: Speaking of conversions, since that is a class metric used in marketing, what are the 

metrics when you are doing church marketing? You could go for conversions. That’s a 
clear metric. Is it just getting butts in pews? How do you get judged on your marketing? I 
don’t mean “judge” with capital “J.” 

 
Brad: That’s eternal judgment. You didn’t get enough people. 
 
Matthew: That’s right. 
 
Brad: It’s a great question. I think a lot of churches measure it differently. Butts in pews is 

certainly a measurement. I think that is one way to measure health and life and what is 
happening. It could be through salvations, which would be a conversion. It could be 
through baby dedications where people are bringing their children in and want them to 
grow up in the church or through number of people fed. It could be through the number 
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of after school programs or children who are trained after school or the crime rate, if it 
goes down in the city. 

 
Matthew: Do you know of any churches that sets that? 
 
Brad: I do. They measure the crime rate in the city because they know that if the crime rate is 

not going down, they are not having the impact that they want to have on the city. 
Another church measures volunteer hours. They have a goal of one million volunteer 
hours a year to give back to the city. They meet with the mayor and the city council and 
say, “We have a million hours to give you. What do you want us to do?” They are 
cleaning up trash, working with kids and doing tons of things. There are many different 
measurements. 

 
Matthew: That’s interesting. You actually took that question further than I expected. I appreciate 

that. Now you’ve got me thinking. I think that when we think of marketing, it’s really the 
purview of businesses. For-profit businesses are the ones that drive marketing and 
everyone else is learning from them. What do you think that businesses could learn from 
church marketing and the success that it has had? Not the sucks stuff but the things that 
you think are working? 

 
Brad: It goes back to this unique selling proposition, understanding what makes you, you. I 

think that it is so often overlooked. I consult with businesses as well. I am not just in the 
church world, so to speak, and it is interesting that I can take back some of these 
lessons. It is amazing how often we create a widget, service or product, and it’s by the 
guy next door or the company up there and we are trying to figure out why it is not 
working or selling. It’s the same thing with churches. What is it that makes you unique? 
Why was it founded? What is deep in the philosophy of the organization from the get-
go? It is about bringing that to the surface and figuring out how to engrain that in the rest 
of the culture. 

 
Matthew: Right, and that’s exactly what Eric was talking about too in part with Expert Bail. With 

bail, everyone is selling the exact same thing. On some level, every church is in the 
same realm selling basically the same message. It’s really identifying that unique selling 
point as you said. 

  
 We do have time for some questions if you don’t mind. 
 
Brad: Absolutely. 
 
Matthew: You can say no to them. 
 
Brad: Eric tried. 
 
Matthew: Let’s see. You can go first. 
 
Speaker 1: Hi there. For many folks, church is the ultimate community. How are you helping 

churches bring community online, for example the coffee clutch after mass or the weekly 
meeting? How are you helping them use digital tools to extend and deepen those 
communities? 
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Brad: That’s great. Many churches are doing that. I think that the tension that churches are 

living in with this is that, just like any kind of community online, if it is just that, then it 
probably isn’t real community. I don’t think any of us would argue that there is something 
different about us being here together versus if we were all doing it on Twitter and 
Livestream right now. It’s just different. I am able to meet people differently and interact 
with people differently. There is that, but part of it is looking at the online component as 
an auxiliary supplement, not a substitute. 

 
 I think that’s really what it is. I think there have been churches that have developed it to 

try and be a substitute for people that will never come through the doors of the church. I 
think that some of those are having some success. They are certainly getting eyeballs in 
there. In terms of the long-term impact on that, I think that we will still figure out what it 
means. There’s Facebook, Twitter and I have seen churches using Pinterest now. There 
is a lot of opportunity out there to do that and it’s really about how they come around and 
help build the core of what is happening. 

 
 Even if it is not getting them into the door, it might be, “Let’s get to a coffee shop” or 

“Let’s hang out in a small group” or “Let’s study the Bible together.” Or even, “Let’s go 
watch a movie and discuss it afterwards”. That could be community as well. 

 
Matthew: You could do church chat roulette. That’s just an idea I had. 
 
Brad: Dot com. 
 
Marsha: Hi, I’m Marsha. I thought you might have some helpful advice for a question about 

transparency, and what better example than having to coach a minister or a priest? 
Once you open up these doors with social media, you don’t want someone to say, “Last 
week’s sermon sucked.” Once you open that door, that’s what you have to allow. I am 
sure that many of us in corporate organizations are dealing with the same thing. If you 
are going to allow dialogue, there is going to be all kinds of dialogue. How do you handle 
those kinds of conversations? 

 
Brad: We encourage full transparency in everything we do at Church Marketing Sucks and The 

Center for Church Communication. Put it out there and let people comment on it. There 
is a connection that happens with people when we do experience that transparency and 
when we do see truth. When we see things where people are hiding something or 
beating around the bush, we encourage transparency.  

 
We encourage churches to share what they are doing with the money. Share the 
process with regards to how safe your kids are when you take them to the church and 
they go to the nursery. What is the process for training and screening of volunteers? 
Why are we building a big building when we’ve got a 15% unemployment rate? What is 
the rationale there? Are we just going to use this building for four hours a week on a 
Sunday? Are we going to do all day, every day activities? Are we going to have a gym? 
 
The transparency thing is a big thing in terms of being ready for the criticism, but the 
more you open that up and confront and deal what that, the better the church becomes 
in a sense. It is becoming more a part of what the community is wanting. Now there is 
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also a part where you just have to ignore the feedback that you get. There are always 
the extreme ends but that’s usually about ignoring the people who are outside the 
community. That is not what you’re doing church for anyway. So part of the balance is 
understanding. We don’t have the full story. I could look at what a church is doing in 
Charlotte, North Carolina. They might be doing some great things but if I am critiquing 
that from a distance, that is a totally different context. 
 

Speaker 2: You had touched on the issue of churches having low budget or no budget and going out 
to the nephew to put something together quickly. Have you seen any churches that have 
no budget or a low budget have a successful campaign or do you think that there is 
value in reaching to outside organizations and think every church should do that? What 
would your advice be for someone in that situation? 

 
Brad: It is similar to a business, too. If you can’t do it well, or at least at baseline, don’t do it. 

Don’t put a website up if you really can’t do it. It is not the end of the world. I’d rather 
have no website or a website that just tells you when the service times are. Make sure 
they are correct. You would be surprised at how many churches don’t have updated 
service times and a map. 

 
 Churches are communicating. We are all doing marketing communication whether we 

think we are or not. It is happening already. It is already in motion. My coaching is that if 
you have limited resources like $500 to $1000, put it all in one basket and do something 
really well.  

 
That might just be cleaning up the trash around the building so people aren’t afraid to 
walk through the front door. It might be a website or getting 10 to15 people together in 
the church to talk about creating some new programs and outreach to bring some new 
life in and figure out what’s next. It’s got to be authentic, real and come from a place that 
is genuine where you know, “This is what we want to be about” and not some gimmick.  
 
We are trained to see through the gimmicks on the mainstream side of things and we 
take that same filter and apply it to the church. “Free pizza?” “Well, what do they really 
want?” If it’s a free event, what do they really want? It’s being true to that. 

 
Lina: Hi, I’m Lina. What are the major differences in marketing a local grocery store, a school 

or a church?  
 
Brad: Well, there’s food, education and spiritual or relationship development. In general, I think 

they all share the similarities of wanting to be in the community. They want to be planted 
in the community and benefiting it. We aren’t selling groceries to benefit people outside 
the community. We are benefiting those who live here. We want to train our kids to be 
wise, smart and grow up and establish careers to keep the economy going. Church is 
the same thing. We want to be about things that matter beyond the surface. We want to 
have a purpose beyond the materialistic life that we might live. They all want to benefit 
the community from different angles. 

 
Matthew: Did he get it right? 
 
Brad: Is that the right answer? 
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Lina: I wanted to know a little bit more about differences and not similarities. The similarities 

are obvious, but in terms of differences. 
 
Brad: For a grocery store, there are low margins on food so they have to sell a ton. They have 

to get a ton of people in the door and they have to sell a lot of stuff in order to make it up. 
Churches don’t have to get a ton through the door to be successful. Small churches can 
be successful. It is the ones that are regressing that are not successful because they 
lose the next generation. That is what’s happening with a lot of churches right now. A lot 
of the mainline denominations are struggling with that very thing. 

 
 It’s an interesting question. 
 
Matthew: Your congregants, in a sense, are your product, so you are attracting people in to 

become the product that sells what have to offer, in a sense. 
 
Brad: That’s true, that’s a good point too. Thanks for that question. 
 
Matthew: I think that we have time for one more question here. 
 
Speaker 3: It seems as though the church marketing that most of us are familiar with and the most 

high profile is the door-to-door approach of the LDS or Jehovah’s Witnesses. What is 
your opinion in terms of their effectiveness? It seems that there are a lot of resources 
dedicated to that approach. Have you had the opportunity to consult with any of them 
and offer your opinion? 

 
Brad: That’s a good question. I haven’t worked with them professionally at all. I certainly know 

people in that though. They’re growing, so they would argue that it works really well. I 
haven’t seen that work as well in terms of taking that same approach on the Evangelical 
side or the Protestant side. In the 90s, there was probably a time where many young 
high school students were being trained to go out free-witnessing and to malls. I don’t 
see the long-term result or effect of that, at least in the circles that I am running in. 

 
Matthew: That kind of missionary activity seems to have been built in organizationally to the 

specific groups that you mentioned too. It can be a tactic if it becomes part of how you 
are modeled. 

 
Brad: That’s true. The people who are doing it are doing it because it is a requirement, not 

necessarily because it is passion to go do it that way. I think that is one of the main 
differences too. 

 
Matthew: That’s all the time we have. Brad, if people want to find out more about the Center for 

Church Communication or any of your other projects, where would you send them? 
 
Brad: The Center for Church Communication is CFCCLabs.org or 

ChurchMarketingSucks.com. All of the resources are free. It’s a non-profit that helps 
pastors and leaders all around the world.  

 
Matthew: Thanks a lot, Brad. That was great. 
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Brad: Thanks, Matt, I appreciate it. 
 
Matthew: Thank you everybody for your great questions and for being such an attentive audience. 

By all means, check out Marketing Smarts. We’re in iTunes. This is episode 31 so you 
have a lot of catching up to do. 

 
 This ends our live recording of Marketing Smarts in Los Angeles. We’ll be recording the 

show again live in Miami on May 16th, in Minneapolis on June 13th and in Boston on July 
11th. For more details, go to MarketingProfs.com/events. Thanks for listening and 
thanks again to our live sponsor, Dun & Bradstreet. I’ve been your host, Matthew Grant, 
and I’ll talk to you next week. 

  
 


