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

Profs. I'm your host Matthew Grant, managing editor here at Marketing Profs and 
I thank you for listening. As Rohit Bhargava makes clear on the very first page of 
his most recent book Likeonomics, it is not about the Like button on Facebook. 
Instead, it is a reflection on the essential elements of likeability which in Rohit's 
view are truth, relevance, unselfishness, simplicity, timing, and the tangible 
benefits that individuals and organizations may enjoy by being or becoming 
likeable.  

 
I invited Rohit to Marketing Smarts to discuss the origin of the laugh track, why 
networking needs to die, whether likeability has an ROI, and why marketing, PR, 
and capitalism are seen as the bad guys. The following conversation is the result.  

 
Now before we 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 on 
iTunes, or comment on our site. You're also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email. My email address is MattG@MarketingProfs.com. You can also find 
me on Twitter where I'm @MattTGrant.  
 
Without much further ado let's get started. Rohit, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 

 
Rohit: Thank you. Thanks for having me. 
 
Matthew:  Thank you so much for joining us and also it was a pleasure and interesting to 

read your book. I'm not trying to kiss your butt or anything, I read a lot of 
business books and they don't always capture me the way yours did. I think one 
of the reasons for that had to do with how many stories you told. That seemed to 
be part of your M.O.  

 
Rohit:  Yes, it really is. I think that more and more marketers are starting to uncover this 

as one of those big, general principles. People in general respond to stories. I 
think that as an author, that was the sort of book that I really wanted to write. I 
didn't want to write a text book. We all have seen too many of those. 

 
Matthew:  Yes. I know companies seem to want to get a lot of information out there, but 

people are drowning in it. We don't need more information. I will always sit down 
for a story. 

 
Rohit:  I have a philosophy of business books. I think that there's a difference between 

the moment when you buy a book you think might be useful, and when you 
actually open it. At the moment when they actually open it people usually have 
some sort of challenge they're trying to solve.  
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It might be launching a new product. It might be trying to get a new job. Whatever 
it is, you're reading the book with a personal agenda for what you want to try and 
get out of it. I think as an author that the responsibility for me is to try and deliver 
my idea in a non-complex way that you can actually get, and then think about 
how you can apply it to your own life. 

 
Matthew:  You talk a lot about or devote a whole chapter to the importance of timing. It 

sounds like obviously you can't always anticipate what that specific motivating 
need is going to be when people open your book, but as an author you have to 
be really aware of timing. For example, what is the first 10 or 30 seconds of 
reading the book going to be like? That's going to make the difference between 
them reading on and just putting it down. 

 
Rohit:  Yes. I think that opening lines matter. I think that writing matters also. I think that 

a lot of business books are written by people who have big ideas but who aren't 
necessarily writers. For me, I've always been a writer first so the writing itself was 
really important to me. 

 
Matthew:  It was kind of funny actually, and I hope you don't take this the wrong way, but as 

I started reading it, it felt fairly well written to me. I looked back at the front page 
to see if you had a co-author. Many business books when I read them have a co-
author. That's usually what's refined the writing.  

 
Rohit:  That's right because business thinkers a lot of times go to business school. I 

have a Master's Degree in English. I spent a lot of time working on the writing 
because I'm passionate about that. You're right. A lot of business books don't 
have that. 

 
Matthew:  Did you say that you have a MA in Irish poetry? 
 
Rohit:  Actually that was my undergrad in Irish poetry. I used to write poetry. I wrote 

screenplays. I did a lot of the sort of writing that you don't usually see a lot of 
authors doing. 

 
Matthew:  It's funny because I actually have a PHD in German Studies, but I think it's had 

the opposite effect. It's made my writing hopelessly convoluted and complex 
because I'm trying to be more like Hagel. 

 
Rohit:  That's the difficulty right? You get influenced by what you read. 
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Matthew:  Precisely. Speaking of that, before we got too far into this I wanted to thank you. 
There were many things that were unusual about your book as a business book. 
One of the most unusual was I think of all the business books I've ever read, I've 
never heard one or seen one that quoted the well-known black lesbian feminist 
poet Audrey Lord. I wanted to thank you actually for including a quote from 
Audrey Lord in it. 

 
Rohit:  You're right. I think we have to exit our little world. I think there are a lot of times 

that we all spend in our own little bubbles. One of the nice things for me about 
taking the time away from my day job being a marketing consultant, to write a 
book is that I get to look at the history of the keyboard, and what happened in the 
1600's in Sweden, and just random stuff. I think that's cool. 

 
Matthew:  I do too. It's funny. You had at least two that I remember. I forgot about the 

Swedish one; the Swedish law where all the laws had to be written in plain 
Swedish. You talked about the origin of the acronym ROI, and also about the 
origin of laugh track. I was wondering, what was your favorite unusual discovery 
you made when putting the book together. 

 
Rohit:  I think the laugh track is a great example. Think about this cultural moment. I'm a 

big fan of taking what happened in history and then relating it back to today. If 
you think about that cultural moment when we had new types of television shows 
that were filmed in front of studio audiences that was one thing. We were always 
used to that. You went to the theater hundreds of years ago and you had an 
audience. The audience would laugh so you knew what was funny.  

 
Then all of a sudden when they started producing these sitcoms without the 
audience, you wouldn't know when to laugh. There was this guy, Charlie 
Douglas, if I remember right, who created the laugh box as he called it. It was 
essentially a recording mixed track of hundreds of different types of laughs.  
 
The guy was like John Williams but for laughing. He was like the composer of 
laughing. He was the guy for 20 years in Hollywood that everyone went to do the 
laugh track that went along with all of these shows that helped people know 
when to laugh and what was funny. 

 
It's just such an interesting part of this Hollywood history. Now we just kind of 
take it for granted that this is just part of what entertainment is. 

 
Matthew:  As you point out, a lot of people didn't even know who he was even though he 

had worked on some of the most famous successful shows of the era. That's also 
an interesting thing you point out is with this technological change. Technological 
change means we're not sitting in an audience where this communal aspect of 
humor and laughter is very palpable. Instead we have to have this further 
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technological means of making us feel as if we are actually in the room with other 
people. In fact we're just sitting by ourselves on the couch. 

 
Rohit:  Yes, I think the modern word that we're using to describe this sense of knowing 

what to think or feel based on what others around us are doing is the curation 
model. It's about content curation. That's nothing except for people with an 
expertise or passion saying, "Hey, I love shoelaces. Here's the three things that 
you've got to read about shoelaces because I spend my whole day thinking about 
shoelaces." That's how we're making sense of this expanding web because 
there's so much stuff out there and the almighty algorhythm isn't doing it for us. 
You know what, you search on Google and you get millions of pages of results. 

 
Matthew:  Right but then I guess it's kind of this social inputs to search, and even just Likes 

and things like that becomes also this very granular, atomized extension of the 
laugh track. "Oh, I can share this experience just through this instantaneous 
clicking of Liking. Though just having mentioned the Like button and since we're 
talking about your book I like that you pointed out that Likeonomics wasn't about 
the Like button. You laid that out right from the outset. Frankly, I was thinking that 
it had to do a little bit with the social currency and ways people are expressing 
their intentions and preferences on the web. 

 
Rohit:  It's interesting because people who are in our field, and definitely a lot of 

marketing folks, the first thing they would think with a book called Likeonomics is, 
"Oh it's about the economics of the like button." Really what the book is about is 
this simple idea that we choose to do business with people that we like.  

 
The book is essentially about the power of likeability, but not in a soft, just being 
nice to everyone kind of sense. It's a much deeper and much more behavioral 
economic sense of how it influences our decisions. That was really what I wanted 
to write about. I think that was important to point out right from the beginning that 
the book isn't about the Like button. Also what I hate personally as a reader of 
books is picking up a book and thinking that it's about something and finding out 
it's about something entirely different. 

 
Matthew:  I just get bummed out if the cover picture doesn't really sync up with what I find 

inside. Actually on that last point, it's interesting you do, as you say, create more 
of a framework for likeability and analyze it in terms of the constituent 
components. That actually led to a tension for me in the book where you start out 
talking about likeability and the importance of business being more human, so 
likeability is talked about in a very personal level. Even the stories you launched 
the book with are very personal stories about likeable individuals.  

 
Yet the rest of the book read a little bit to me more like a framework for how 
businesses and brands would approach likeability. I'm wondering if you could 
resolve that tension for me. 
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Rohit:  One of the big questions people ask me is "What was different between this book 

and your first book?" I have two books so far, so that's the only thing I have to 
compare it to. This time around the biggest thing that was different was I spent 
four months not writing a single word and just doing research, just reading 
reports, reading surveys, and collecting stuff together.  

 
I think one of the big things that I started to uncover was that this idea of 
likeability, and more broadly this context of achieving your own personal goals. 
That's a huge topic for a lot of books out there. A lot of books say, "Here's how to 
be successful. Here's how to have a different colored parachute. Here's how to 
group your cheese." There's a lot of stuff in that category. What there isn't a lot of 
is a way of taking that idea of personal success and also relating it to a company 
or a brand, whether it's your brand that you're launching from an entrepreneurial 
sense, or whether it's a brand that you're actually working for.  
 
I think, for me being a consultant in my day job that works with brands, it was 
really important to try and not just hit the, "Here's how you can individually be 
successful," but also try and take that and do a macro level, "How do you apply 
this to a business?" That was a very intentional thing that I tried to put both sides 
of it into a single book. Usually you get one or the other. 

 
Matthew:  It's funny because my sense has been that most books go in the opposite 

direction, in the sense that they start out, or at least on the cover, they seem like 
they're about business processes but really hidden within them is a personal 
empowerment and self-actualization message. You're kind of saying you took the 
opposite approach. 

 
Rohit:  Yes, I took the opposite approach. I think one of the things that I realized, and it 

was interesting because here's the perfect way of thinking about this right? I have 
a title for the book called Likeonomics. Anytime you put -onomics into a title it's 
clearly a business book. 

 
Matthew:  Yes. 
 
Rohit:  Then I got Deepak Chopra to do an endorsement for the cover, who is not about 

launching a brand. He's about, "Achieve your personal goal. Be better as a 
person. Be happier." I think that was the perfect sort of yin and yang that I 
wanted to try and get in the book. I tried to just deliver it to you right on the cover, 
that mismatch so you'd think, "Hang on, I thought this was an economics book 
but then here's Deepak Chopra doing an endorsement so maybe it's more about 
me." 
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Matthew:  I think you maintained that tension in, "Where's he really going with this?" 
Particularly in the chapter on ROI which I couldn't tell if it was very clever, or 
getting people to reflect on it, or if it was kind of a dodge.  

 
It seemed almost like you were saying, "I have the economics or the -onomics in 
the title so people are expecting ROI." Then you end up in that chapter, if I read it 
properly, actually not talking about how likeability leads to some kind of return on 
investment.  
 
In fact you almost make the opposite point, which is not a very popular one these 
days, sadly I would say, that then maybe there are intangible things, or activities, 
or behaviors, or attitudes that people can have. We might not actually be able to 
measure them and yet they do have impact and value in our lives. 

 
Rohit:  What was interesting to me about the story you mentioned about ROI is the guy 

behind ROI, Jack Phillips had a very specific challenge when he invented the 
term in the late '60's and early '70's. His challenge was he was an HR guy who 
was doing a lot of things like training.  

 
We all believe this has an impact on a business, but very rarely can you take 
training and say, "We sold 100 units of our product because of the training we did 
six months earlier." It's a very tough connection to make a lot of times, especially 
when you get more broadly into HR, it's a tough connection to make. He invented 
ROI as a way of describing the value of something intangible to a tangible result 
such as increasing sales.  

 
If you think about the challenge that a lot of people have when it comes to social 
media, it's exactly the same challenge. So much of this relationship building over 
time has this intangible overall reputational wait that a lot of times isn't 
necessarily, at least in the beginning, tied directly to how many units of this can 
we sell.  
 
I think that for me the idea of likeability being in this category of the long term 
benefit makes total sense if you think about yourself as a personal brand, and as 
a career. Obviously the world is getting smaller and you're going to run into the 
same people and all of the stuff that we generally hear.  
 
When you think about a brand it's really powerful if you start to think in that long 
term way because everything in marketing is so campaign based. The brands 
that do think in that long term sense of, "we're going to build and foster those 
relationships," are the ones that survive year after year and continually do well 
instead of just having one great quarter and then imploding. 
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Matthew:  It's interesting too, in terms of this not having a tangible result you can 
necessarily tie in any unmediated way back to these activities. It seemed to me 
that you also built that into your model or your framework of likeability in terms of 
the you in the trust model, this unselfishness that on the sort of Zen aspects of 
unselfishness is like the ideal of non-attachment that they talk about. To truly be 
unselfish you can't actually be hoping for reward or an outcome. If that's key to 
likeability then trying to tie likeability to actual concrete results in some simple 
way actually goes counter to the concept of likeability in the first place. 

 
Rohit:  I think it does if you try and tie it to a short term result. 
 
Matthew:  Ok. 
 
Rohit:  If you say, "Did I sell more in six months because of this?" It's very difficult to do. 

If you look at your career for example on a ten year long basis and you say, "Why 
have I achieved what I have achieved?" You look at anyone who is successful in 
their career, and how they've achieved what they've achieved, very, very few 
people are in the category of the inspired adventure that created something 
amazing and the world just said, "Wow, that's great," and now everyone uses it. 
Very few people are in that category. 

 
I think that we overestimate the importance of having the idea. We tend to think, 
"Oh, if I just have a big idea, all I've got to do is actually get it out there and then 
I'm going to be famous, and then all this other stuff is going to happen."  
 
Actually in most cases the way you achieve success is through the interactions 
and personal relationships you've got with other people. The best example of that 
is if you look at the job you're in right now and how you got it, most of the time it 
will be through some sort of personal connection. It's not through having the most 
amazing idea and randomly cold calling someone and saying, "Hey, I've got this 
great idea." 

 
Matthew:  You talk about something I want to say I first encountered in Dan Pink's work, but 

this idea of loose ties and likeability just from a personal career standpoint. A lot 
of times people get jobs not from their best friend finding them the job, it's 
through this more fluid constellation of weak ties that they have with people 
throughout their network. 

 
Rohit:  That's actually based on this seminal piece of psychological research by a guy 

named Mark Granovetter who actually first coined that term of weak ties. It's 
basically explaining this idea that the people who you're closest to are probably 
the ones who are in the same circles that you are, and know exactly what you 
know.  
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Your job opportunities specifically were the thing that the report focused on. Your 
job opportunities are much more likely to come from your secondary circle, the 
people who know the people you know, if you think about it from a LinkedIn point 
of view. It's like second generation connections. Those people are much more 
likely to know about openings that you don't know about. They don't duplicate 
your own knowledge and therefore they're much more likely to introduce you to 
an opportunity that you wouldn't have heard of before that may lead to your next 
job.  

 
That was basically what that study showed over and over again. It's been proven 
that you have to get outside of that inner circle, that echo chamber, that bubble of 
people who know and believe exactly what you know and believe in. 

 
Matthew:  I wanted to switch gears here a little bit as we go into the home stretch. Talk 

about how you start the book. You start the book oddly enough with, again 
something that surprised me for a business book, a story from Howard Zinn and 
his work on our unwritten or untold history of America, and the Ludlow Massacre, 
and Rockefeller crushing the early days of the United Mineworkers.  

 
You sort of segue from that into how business and capitalism and marketing 
specifically are made out to be the bad guys, and seen as unlikeable and 
manipulative. In that story you tell, I think the shoe fits. I wasn't quite sure where 
you were going with that in terms of what you were saying about business. It 
seemed like there are forces within business mentality, I stop short of calling it 
Capitalist mentality that make it from a certain perspective unlikeable. What were 
you getting at Rohit? 

 
Rohit:  Here's a perfect example of this. We sit there and we watch television and we 

see a presidential debate. At the end of it they take us to this media center where 
you've got eight people at a desk and it's called the Spin room.  

 
The whole idea, I think which Anderson Cooper said, is like they're not even 
pretending that they're going to be objective. They're calling it the spin room. 
They've got guys on this side and guys on that side who are going to lie to you in 
different ways. That's basically the entire goal of that whole three hour discussion 
after the debate. I think that's just one of the symbols of what I was trying to 
describe with that section as the modern believability crisis.  
 
It's just that we have so many ways that we get manipulated as individuals 
through media, through news, through journalism, through entertainment, and 
through marketing that we just don't believe the stuff that we see anymore. 
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That is a crisis that affects all of us whether we're trying to get a new job, or 
whether we're trying to sell a new product. Now you've got a skeptical audience. 
That means you have to work harder to earn their trust. You have to work harder 
to be believable.  

 
For me, I think that was the perfect way of starting a book like this. If you think in 
terms of drama this sets up the problem that we all face. Now there's got to be a 
solution. For me the solution was that if you can be more likeable and have more 
honest and deeper relationships where you build trust, then that's going to be the 
golden trump card in any situation. 

 
Matthew:  I felt like the story about Rockefeller was so ambiguous in a sense. You were 

talking about this really horrible thing. I actually didn't know about the Ludlow 
Massacre. That reminded me of huge riots with those miners in South Africa from 
two weeks ago. It was so strange. You were talking about this as the birth of 
modern PR and this idea of getting Rockefeller to seem like the generous old 
business man instead of the horrible leader of the Illuminati crushing the life out 
of local communities.  

 
I guess here's the question. Is likeability just a new spin on that kind of PR 
whitewashing of things, or does it really aim at changing the otherwise bad 
reality? 

 
Rohit:  I think that's really an important point. That story that you're talking about, just for 

context, was you had a guy who was perceived as evil. He put down these 
miners. People got killed. A PR guy came in and said, "In order to reshape your 
image, if you just hand out dimes to people on the street they'll think you're 
generous. We'll get the media to photograph you and we'll get it in the 
newspaper. It was a different media environment at that time of course. There 
was no blogging. 

 
Matthew:  Right. 
 
Rohit:  They could do that, they could create spin, and that was it. I think that your 

question gets to this heart of similar questions that I've spoken about quite a bit 
about which is this idea of can likeability be faked? Can you just pretend to be 
likeable or be likeable on the surface and therefore trick people into voting for 
you or buying your stuff?  

 
I think that the nice thing about the way I tried to talk about this, and the nice 
thing actually about the world we live in right now is that the idea of putting one 
over on people in general has gotten much harder than it used to be. There's no 
central form of media you can use to get that perception and that spin out there. 
There's no sort of bottle that you can put people into and silence them 
completely.  
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Over and over again we see these examples of more and more whistleblowing, 
more and more wiki leaks type of initiatives coming out saying, "This is the truth," 
or "Maybe you shouldn't believe this," or “You should believe that." Some 
cultures stifle it more on a global level than others do.  
 
The direction our world is heading toward is more of that transparency. The 
direction the governments are heading towards is more of that as well. I'd be 
lying if I said it's impossible for someone to trick us today. Of course that's not 
true. However, I think the world we're living in is heading away from that. I think 
that the way to build that long term trust is certainly to stay away from that 
because people are very skeptical of that. 

 
Matthew:  There's definitely a 360 degree sphere of accountability. Also things on the web 

don't go away after a while. Sometimes I wonder too if companies that have done 
bad things, have been called out, or the whistle has been blown, on some level 
they can ultimately hide behind this deluge of information that's just piling on 
everyone and that breeds a sort of indifference really about, "Well, I think they did 
something bad in the past but who cares. I can get my pizza in less than five 
minutes so I'll probably go with them." 

 
Rohit:   I think on some level there are companies that can still do that. However I think 

that if you look at all of the social good mobile apps that speed in your fingertips 
a way of rating a company that behave ethically versus those who don't and 
purchase decisions following that. I think we're headed towards a time where 
that's changing. 

 
Matthew:  You do point out that, at least in the data you provide in the book that companies 

that do act ethically tend to over the long haul out-perform companies that do 
otherwise. 

 
Rohit:  There's a year after year survey from a group called Ethisphere with some very 

nice charts in case anyone wants to try and prove that to the skeptics. Yes, we 
do see that the companies that behave ethically in that survey out-perform the 
S&P 500 year after year. 

 
Matthew:  Nice.  Even though brands I guess can be likeable, ultimately I think of people as 

likeable. You had a lot of interesting one liners that gave me pause. One of them 
in your book was, "that networking needs to die." I was wondering why you wrote 
that. 

 
Rohit:  Yes, networking in a traditional sense is when I show up at an event. I try to meet 

as many people as I possibly can. I bring this huge stack of business cards. I 
move from conversation to conversation and I try not to spend more than two 
minutes talking to anyone. That's the traditional form of networking.  
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We tend to believe if we just meet more people our chances are better of actually 
meeting someone good. We don't want to get stuck in a conversation. 

 
Actually I sort of flipped that model. I did an entire workshop just on successful 
networking. One of my biggest points was to focus on meeting two people and 
having great conversations with those two people. Ask them what they do. Tell 
them a little bit about what you do. Have a good, deeper, non-superficial 
conversation just with two people.  
 
The end result of that is not only did you have two good conversations at the end 
of that night, but the first thing those people will do after that night is think through 
their network of who they might be able to introduce you to because they now 
know what it is that you do.   
 
Chances are you will get a much better connection through their secondary 
network. Again, it goes back to the idea of weak ties. You'll get a much better 
connection through their secondary network to someone who they now endorse 
you to than you might have gotten just by trying to meet 50 people in that one 
night on a very superficial basis. 

 
Matthew:  Right. Being able to have an in depth conversation with people depends on 

listening. You tied listening specifically to the ability or the need for companies or 
even individuals to be relevant to one another when they have something to add 
or they can be helpful. 

 
This is the final question I wanted to ask. People for a while now, especially with 
the rise of social media have talked about the importance of listening. For me I 
always find a contradiction between this emphasis on listening and the way that 
companies always talk about their customers and potential customers as an 
audience. I was wondering if you saw that same tension or problem there. Is this 
a matter of listening versus everyone is your audience that you basically 
broadcast at? 

 
Rohit:  I think that we could probably do with a better word than audience, definitely. I 

think that what people get wrong about listening and everyone hears that advice 
that they need to be a better listener, but what does being a better listener 
actually mean? What is doesn't mean is spending more time listening to 
someone and saying, "Uh-huh, Uh-huh, Uh-huh." That's not great listening.  

 
Great listening is when you listen to someone. You reflect on what they're saying. 
You ask a next probing question. It's active listening. Anyone who has done any 
sort of counseling training, or psychology or psychotherapy training knows that 
it's not just about sitting there nodding your head.  
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You might think that's great listening but actually great listening is when you're 
active in the conversation. You probe further. You get more details. You're 
actually engaged. I think that what companies think listening is, isn't the same 
thing as what great listening actually is. We do need to get better at that. 

 
Matthew:  Right. Now I know that this will seem like not great listening, but that's all the time 

we have. I'm not going to ask a further probing question. I will ask if people want 
to find out more about your new book Likeonomics or the increasingly broad 
range of work that you have done, where would you send them. 

 
Rohit:  They just go to Likeonomics.com, the main website for the book. You can get a 

making of presentation there where I'll take you through how I actually wrote the 
book and what I did for the research. There's a secret link also to an exclusive 
excerpt which is the first 70 pages of the book. You can go to 
Likeonomics.com/SuperExclusiveExcerpt. That's the secret link that's not posted 
anywhere but if anyone wants to go there and check out the longer excerpt of the 
book you can get that. Otherwise there is a lot of stuff on the website. 

 
Matthew:  Alright, cool. Rohit thank you so much for joining us on the show. Thank you 

listener for listening here to the very end. This has been the Marketing Smarts 
podcast brought to you by Marketing Profs. I've been your host, Matthew Grant. 
Talk to you next week. 

 


