
Marketing Smarts, Episode 50  
A Marketing Podcast             September 19, 2012                     Guest: Tom Fishburne 
  

	  
Page	  1	  of	  11 

Copyright	  ©	  2012	  MarketingProfs	  

  
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. 

  
 This episode of Marketing Smarts is the eighth in a series that features folks 

scheduled to speak at our upcoming B2B forum in Boston from October 3rd – 5th. 
It is going to be an action-packed, fun and illuminating few days so if you are a B-
to-B marketer, you really can’t afford not to be there. In fact, to make things more 
affordable, you can get a $200 discount off registration by using the code 
SMARTB2B. For more information and to register, go to MProfs.com/SmartB2B. 

 
 Last week, we spoke with Tim Washer about humor in B-to-B marketing and we 

continue that conversation this week with Tom Fishburne who, under the moniker 
Marketoonist, draws cartoons about the world of marketing.  
 
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 are also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email at MattG@MarketingProfs.com. You can also find me on Twitter 
@MattTGrant.  
 
Without further ado, let’s get started. Tom, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 

 
Tom: Thanks for having me. 
 
Matthew: Tom, you are the Marketoonist and you will be talking about cartooning and 

content marketing at our B2B forum next month in October. In a sense, your 
cartooning was a second career. You went to Harvard Business School and 
when you left there, you spent a lot of time at the company Method.  

 
 Interestingly enough one of our guests here a few months was talking about how 

marketing needs to be baked into product design itself.  I asked him if he could 
give an example of a company where he thought that was happening and 
Method was the company that he mentioned. 

 
Tom: That’s great to hear. I learned a lot at about marketing during my five years at 

Method. I started out in traditional consumer brand management at General Mills 
and Nestle and a lot of the brands I worked on had been around since the Mad 
Men era and. It was a fascinating change for me to go from old-school iconic 
brands like Cheerios and Green Giant to working on a brand like Method, which 
was started by a few guys out of their house in San Francisco and only a few 
years old. It taught me a lot about marketing along the way. 
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Matthew: Of course, that begs the question of what you learned about marketing by 
working at Method. You don’t have to go through all of them but what are the top 
two? 

 
Tom: It’s funny. We all love watching Mad Men and how Don Draper architects these 

brands. I think one of the big things that has shifted is that we no longer have our 
brands designed in that way and then communicated to consumers in a 
command and control model. There is no longer a captive audience and three 
television stations.  

 
We now have to design brands so that they have conversation power within 
them. It is designed for the consumers to own the brands and own the 
conversations rather than us talking at them. A lot of my early marketing planning 
with Green Giant and Cheerios was about a marketing strategy where we had a 
single-minded proposition and we would tell the consumers how to feel about the 
brands. 
 
At Method, it was very much an evolving conversation and we thought about 
ourselves more like publishers where we would create material that was worth 
sharing and would share that with the audience. If it struck a chord with them, 
they would share it and they became our biggest advocates. 
 
The other big thing was the idea of who our consumer is. In big brands, there is 
often a thought that to be a mass-market brand, you have to appeal to everyone. 
At Method, we couldn’t afford to do that because our marketing budget was so 
small. Instead of trying to talk to everyone, we tried to focus on niche audiences 
and speak to them in a very powerful and deep way.  
 
We found that by not trying to be blandly appealing to everyone, we could be 
deeply meaningful to a few. That was much more powerful and we formed 
incredible connections with consumers and they would send in pictures of 
themselves with our products. In one case, a man named Nathan started a 
dedicated blog about nothing but his love for Method as a brand. He updates it at 
least three times a week and usually gets five to ten comments per post.  
  
I don’t think a lot of mass-market brands get that level of stickiness because they 
try to appeal to everyone and not speak to someone like Nathan in a very 
powerful way. 

 
Matthew: I want to come back to the Nathan piece because I know you wrote about it on 

your blog when you were talking about whether or not people would go through 
the trouble of getting a tattoo of your logo. I think someone had said that it would 
never happen with most consumer brands and you cited Nathan’s blog as an 
example of dedicated passion about the brand that you might find in the 
consumer. 
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Tom: Exactly. I think that not every brand warrants a literal tattoo although there are 

some of that do. In the post you are talking about, I mentioned something a 
brand called Sailor Jerry had orchestrated. In return for a free shot of alcohol of 
their brand, they would give out a tattoo, or the other way around. It was a 
combination.  

 
They thought that someone would get a tattoo simply for a shot. I thought that 
was really powerful that they would go that far and there was a wonderful 
comment from one of their fans. The fan said, “My friends don’t really understand 
what I’m doing but they’ll never understand because Sailor Jerry is mine.”  
 
I think that is such a powerful way of thinking about our advocates and our 
consumers in a broader sense. Whether they get a physical tattoo or start a blog, 
from a metaphorical sense, it’s about consumers feeling so passionate about 
your brand that they feel like they own it. 
 
I think that a real shift in marketing is that our consumers really do own our 
brands. If we can make fans like Sebastian or Nathan feel empowered like they 
own our brands and advocate on our behalf, we have really done our job as 
marketers. That is a real shift from how marketing worked just a few years ago. 

 
Matthew: I am curious about that. It feels to me that it is something that has been there for 

a while. I think of some iconic brands like Harley Davidson and there were people 
who were really dedicated to it. I often mention Gibson Guitars on this podcast or 
perhaps Fender. There are some people who are crazy about them. They are 
also brands that really meant something to people. 

  
 There are a lot of car brands too, like Ford or Chevy. These are things that 

people might have gotten tattooed on them. Is it just that it was something that 
was nascent before? Do you think that more brands are actively going for that?  

 
 I am trying to figure it out because it doesn’t seem like people being passionate 

about their brands is a brand new idea. It seems as though we are talking about 
it more or maybe it seems to be happening more. There is something about that 
that is sticking in my craw. 

 
Tom: I understand. I think the thing that has really changed is the podium, the fact that 

people who feel that deeply about your brand now have a way to evangelize for 
your more publically and with more impact than ever before. The advocates have 
always been there, it’s just that it’s harder to rally them.  

 
Harley Davidson is a wonderful of a brand that has done that long before social 
media, for instance. The rallies that they would orchestrate for their brand 
members were definitely a part of that. I think that there were fewer brands like 
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that earlier. Now that the podium exists, there is a benefit for more and more 
brands to develop that type of connection that may not have existed before. 
 
It is interesting that Method is a brand of cleaning products. You wouldn’t often 
think that someone would have that level of loyalty to a brand of cleaning 
products. In the Mad Men era, there is a different mass-market communication 
than is available today.  
 
I think that if Method can inspire a consumer to be so passionate about a brand 
of cleaning products, it just shows why that idea can now be applied to any sort 
of brand. 
 
There is a phrase that we often thought about at Method. There is no such thing 
as a low-interest category. There are only low-interest brands. Often, you find in 
marketing that you minimize the ability to connect with consumers because you 
work on a “low-interest” category.  
 
I think that what has changed is that now it really is possible to connect with 
anyone in that level of depth. The impetus is on marketers to figure out how to do 
that. 

 
Matthew: Right. I think that makes sense. Before, people could have had a newsletter or 

local clubs around certain products or something like that. Now you can have a 
dedicated blog published to literally the whole world via the world wide web.  

 
 It was interesting to me that you said that at Method you thought of yourselves as 

publishers. That made me think about some other things you have written about 
recently that has to do with editing. Managing Editor is my title is my title at 
Marketing Profs. On your blog, you brought it up specifically in terms of some 
practice of the company Square where they talk about being product editors. 
Would you mind expanding on that a little bit? 

 
Tom: I think it’s another fundamental area of marketing today. There has sometimes 

been a feeling that more is better and that it’s quantity that counts. In product 
design, for instance, I have often worked in environments where you have a lot of 
voices on what should go into the product. 

  
 Often, some of those voices are the consumer and you end of with a list of 

features and benefits. If you try to cram all of them in, you can often lose the plot. 
The cartoon I used in writing about this was the classic television remote. It’s a 
classic case of trying to cram in so many features and benefits that at the end of 
the day, it’s hard to simply turn on the television sometimes. 

 
 I think that happens in brands and products at large. We often cram in too many 

features and benefits and then we lose the plot. At Method, we tried to really 
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streamline and to focus on just a few things. Square does a remarkable job at 
that as a payment service. 

 
 Payment services in general are really complex but part of what makes Square 

so brilliant is that they have developed that payment service so it is as intuitive 
and simple as it possible could be. As a result, they have had tremendous 
traction among wide groups of people because it is just so phenomenally easy to 
use. 

 
 I think the same holds true for marketing in general, the way that brands 

communicate with their audiences. Editing is crucial to focus less on quantity and 
more on fewer pieces that are very well done. Those have a higher likelihood of 
resonating and then connecting and being shared.  

 
It’s something that I find with being a cartoonist and experiment with quite a bit.  
The best cartoons, the ones that I love the most are the ones that have the least 
amount of drawing in them. I look back on my own cartooning and early on, I 
tried to cram in too much. Lately, I have tried to simplify it down to just the bare 
essence because there is more communicated and more power in that 
communication when you take less words or fewer strokes to communicate an 
idea. 
 
I think that brands sometimes suffer from being designed by a committee. If you 
can get away from that and get to the core, streamlined thought, it has a much 
higher likelihood of being shared. 

 
Matthew: I thought you put this in a really nice way on your blog when you wrote that 

deciding what not to communicate is more important than what to communicate. 
Usually there is no shortage of messages that people want to get out about their 
product in the same way that there is no shortage of features that people might 
want to build in. 

 
 That does show on some level that the key process isn’t necessarily the idea 

generation component but actually the idea filtering and editing component. How 
do you walk the line and make sure that the editing isn’t killing? You talk about 
the problems of idea-killers that get in the way of innovation and get in the way of 
people rethinking problems so that they can really come up with something new. 

 
 Yet, if you are constantly thinking of new things and trying to add new stuff, that 

can get very cluttered. What are your thoughts on this fine-line between fostering, 
cultivating and getting people to generate a lot of ideas and yet still having strong 
editing and filtering function that makes sure that only the really critical good 
ideas get through? 
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Tom: It’s a tricky balance but it is one that most organizations have to face in some 
way, shape or form. I think that organizations have no shortage of ideas. Often, 
what can happen in refining those ideas is the process of idea-killers. You end up 
with a brainstorm and you go away to be creative. Then you come back to the 
organization and critical thinking kicks in. You sometimes lose a lot of ideas out 
of the gate. 

 
 By the same token, in order to have a refined idea you have to go through an 

editing process so there is a red pen that’s required. The best guidance I have 
seen on this is a quote that I sometimes think about. Everyone should have a 
voice but not everyone should have a vote.  

 
I think the trick is to provide enough opportunities to voice the creativity or lay in 
the process so that it has a shot at really evolving and being included. Then have 
that ability to make the hard choices without a committee to choose what actually 
ends up in the final product. 
 
At Method, we had this thing we called the Wiki Wall. We made every vertical 
surface in the office a floor-to-ceiling magnetic whiteboard where ideas would 
incubate out in the open. Anyone could add to the idea at any time. It wasn’t just 
the people invited to brainstorm and it wasn’t just in the brainstorming period. 
You had this process where ideas were continually being added to. It allowed 
you to have a lot of creativity throughout the course of information not just at the 
fuzzy front end.  
 
When you actually got down to producing the idea and getting ready to ship, the 
editor would kick in. There were often very deliberate choices made on what to 
leave out, which was more important than what went in to get that feeling that it 
was a simple, pure idea. 
 
You touched on that tricky balancing act that has to occur and I think the best 
innovation has the opportunity to both add creativity at certain stages but also 
know when to win and when to thin out to the pure essence of the idea. 

 
Matthew: I like the juxtaposition of voice versus vote. It’s like a pregnant pause. It’s as 

though there is a lot in there. That is really fascinating. 
 
 I would like to shift gears and talk a little bit more about how you went from 

product marketing in this cutting-edge product marketing company to being a 
fulltime cartoonist. I did go back on your blog and I looked at your Harvard 
Business School cartoons. It was a parallel career in a sense. You were always 
doing cartoons even while you were doing some pretty hardcore marketing. 

 
Tom: I was and it was really a passion project. I never saw the business potential. I 

started drawing cartoons for fun in Harvard Business School and realize there 
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was something powerful there. Professors started to ask me to create cartoons 
for them as teaching aids in Harvard Business School cases. I knew that 
cartoons command a lot of meaning. I knew that I loved drawing them and that 
my audience loved to get them. I started just sending them for free with no intent 
of ever turning them into a business just because I liked to do it. 

 
 Online I grew an audience to 100,000 marketers a week over time just by 

sending out a cartoon each and every week for 12 years. Along the way, I 
learned that cartoons are not only fun forms of communication but do have a lot 
of power that can be leveraged for business. 

 
 I had a couple insights early on. One came from the Wallstreet Journal who 

contacted me to create a cartoon book for them to connect with their audience. I 
realized that what I was doing with cartooning was not simply providing 
humorous diversion. It was actually a way to communicate ideas in succinct form. 

  
 Seth Godin wrote about some of the cartoons and what cartoons meant as a 

communication medium. I realized that the same way that I had grown my own 
audience to 100,000 readers a week would also work for brands and businesses. 
On the sly, I started working toward that, creating focus cartoon campaigns for 
businesses that wanted to connect with their audiences. 

 
 It just so happened that around that time, businesses were trying to set up 

Facebook pages and work on their content marketing strategies. They were 
suddenly finding that a “Like” button wasn’t enough and that you actually had to 
have relevant and interesting content to share. 

 
 I started Marketoon Studios with the belief that cartoons are a great form of 

content to share and complement the other forms of content marketing that a 
business may choose to do. Some of my business projects are ongoing. My 
longest running client is four years and we do a weekly cartoon. They love it. It’s 
one of their main forms of marketing. I focus on shorter campaigns as well. 

 
 I find that the medium of single-panel cartoons can convey a tremendous amount 

of meaning. They break through the clutter and most importantly, they aren’t 
really seen as marketing by those who read them yet the bring the brand along 
for the ride in a Trojan horse type of way that I find really interesting. 

 
 For the last two years, I have focused exclusively on that and it has been very 

exciting. 
 
Matthew: People can certainly go to Marketoon Studios and see some of the campaigns 

that are ongoing that you have created. I got the sense that you were actually 
creating cartoons for the brands specifically. In the past, I have seen people get 
Dilbert cartoons and things like that.  
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You can license these things and it is more about the humor value in the thing 
you’re producing. It’s not as closely tied to the thing you are producing and it’s 
not as closely tied to the product or service that you are trying to use the cartoon 
to market. 
 
Your cartoons are created for the brands, right? 

 
Tom: They are and the balancing act there is that they have to be funny content for the 

audience. They can’t just pitch features and benefits. They can’t feel like an 
advertorial. They have to be relevant and funny to the audience. At the same 
time, they have to link to the brand in a way that’s connected to whatever the 
brand is standing for. 

 
 As an example, I work with a business called Kronos and they make workforce 

management software. Their brand proposition is that workforce management 
doesn’t have to be so hard because historically, it has been paper-based and not 
very efficient. All the cartoons make fun of the classic status quo world of 
workforce management. They don’t pitch Kronos products but they talk about 
that world that has historically been very inefficient. 

 
 Those who work in that world find it very funny because it connects with exactly 

what they are living with every day. At the same time, there is a little footer on the 
cartoon that links to the fact that Kronos is sponsoring this cartoon series. It’s a 
bit of a soft sell, which is crucial. It has to be funny enough for people to want to 
share it but at the same time have the connection to the brand that sponsors the 
content. It means that the cartoons can live on their own outside the marketing 
and communication channels of Kronos. 

 
 People share them an insert them in their own Facebook stream because they 

find them funny but Kronos comes along for the ride. A lot of what I try to do in 
this business is to leverage my cartooning history and marketing history to strike 
that tricky combination so the cartoons are content worth sharing but they also 
link to the brand that brings them along. 

 
Matthew: I am curious about your process, specifically this idea of having to be creative on 

demand. I was reading a biography of the jazz pianist Bill Evans. He was talking 
about jazz and improvised music, of course. Some nights are really special and 
almost sublime in terms of what people are able to create. Other times it is just 
okay. At least there were no wrong notes. 

 
 He said in this one interview that he felt like he and his trio were able to call on a 

basic professional level of creativity. Do you know what I mean? 
 
Tom: I do. 
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Matthew: Because people want you to be creative. They expect it to be jazz. Then some 

nights were really stellar. Are there things that you have done to maintain this 
basic professional level of creativity? 

 
Tom: I love that expression. I have had to think a lot about this once I went from doing 

this as a hobby to doing it fulltime. When I was creating one marketing cartoon a 
week, I could rely on serendipity and an idea striking in the shower, a meeting or 
wherever. 

 
 Now that my output has increased so much, I have had to really think about the 

process. What helped me was something I heard from an editorial cartoonist 
from the San Francisco Chronicle. I am forgetting his name but he was asked 
about the creative process and where ideas come from. 

 
 He said that he used to think that ideas and creativity were like a well that you 

would pull from. He worried that someday the well would run dry. He ultimately 
came to realize that the better metaphor is a muscle. As long as you are 
exercising the muscle, the ideas keep coming. 

 
 I find that is true for me. I have to build creative time into my schedule every 

single day. I can’t go for four days of doing nothing but Excel spreadsheets and 
be really creative on the fifth day and churn out cartoon ideas. My brain 
atrophies. I have to have time every single day. 

 
 I try to preserve that in my schedule. Mornings are my most creative time and 

every morning, I am working on pure, creative idea generation. Some days are 
better and more prolific and productive than others. As long as I have that 
schedule built in every single day, I know that by the end of the week, I will have 
a lot of good output that came from that. 

  
 I think that metaphor applies to the creative process for anyone, even for 

organizations. I think that brainstorming model of going out to a brainstorm once 
a quarter or once a year to be creative and come up with ideas for the business 
is flawed in the same way. Ideas come all the time and you need to be prepared 
and exercise that creative muscle so that you can leverage those creative ideas 
more than just during the once-a-quarter brainstorm. That is how I think about 
that process. 

 
Matthew: I have heard too when people talk about architects and things like that that it 

usually takes time (I forget what the number is but I think it was 90 minutes) 
before most architects would feel like they were in the zone and actually flowing. 

 
 Creativity is not like a tap where you can just turn on and out it comes. I like the 

muscle versus well metaphor. 
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 I would like to know more about how you built a business around your 

cartooning. As you said, you were doing it gratis but also out of a love for it and 
you were talented so you got this audience. I think that most people think that if 
they can build the audience, they can monetize and make all of this money of it. 

 
 It doesn’t sound like that is exactly what you did, though having an audience was 

key to developing your business. At one point, you said somewhere that the 
issue isn’t talent, it’s the business model. Could you describe how you went 
about developing and evolving this business model since you already have the 
talent taken care of? 

 
Tom: I think that’s a really big question and it’s an important one for anyone that has a 

passion project or something that they ultimately want to make their focus. One 
of my favorite quotes going up was the Joseph Campbell expression, “Follow 
your bliss.” I thought about that a lot. 

 
 Cartooning and drawing has always been a form of my bliss and I followed it but 

the revelation that came to me was that it wasn’t enough to follow my bliss. I had 
to eventually learn how to market my bliss. For me, marketing my bliss was 
figuring out how to turn that into a business model. 

 
 The revelation came slowly. I think if I had forced it too early, if I had left Harvard 

Business School or didn’t accept a job and go straight into cartooning, I think I 
would have been frustrated because I wouldn’t have been ready. I wouldn’t have 
figured out what the business model was. 

 
 The revelation came to me that I couldn’t rely on the existing business models. 

My favorite cartoonists growing up were Bill Waterson, Gary Larson and Berkeley 
Breathed. All three of them quit cartooning at the top of their game because the 
business model of cartooning was broken. 

 
 I realized that I couldn’t go the same traditional route of newspaper syndication or 

sending cartoons to the New Yorker because it is a broken business model. The 
revelation that came to me in sending out my cartoons for free and building this 
audience was that I had to think less about the cartoons and more about the 
value that could be created by the cartoons. 

 
 One revelation came early on through a client who contacted me to let me know 

they loved the cartoons I created to help communicate customer loyalty for their 
business. They were a business focused on customer loyalty. He told me that I 
price myself way too low and that I thought of myself purely as an illustrator and 
instead needed to think about myself as a communication consultant.  
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The value was not that I could draw but instead that I could draw, had been to 
business school and had a marketing background and there weren’t a lot of 
people with that combination. The value was specifically in that combination. 
 
There is a great quote from Jerry Garcia that it is not enough to be the best of the 
best, you have to be the only ones who do what you do. I realized at that moment 
that in being a cartoonist with a marketing background, there wasn’t a lot of 
competition and that instead of trying to be like other illustrators, I should think 
about what I could do with this cartooning background combined with marketing 
that was new and unique. Then the light bulb switched on and I realized that a 
business model could be built on that. That was unique. 
  
I think that my advice to anyone with a passion project is to think about what it is 
that you could uniquely do that could bring value to whatever audience you 
appeal to. I didn’t realize this starting out but fortunately for me, my audience of 
100,000 marketers that I built purely for fun happened to be exactly the type of 
people who would be interested in my business of creating cartoon-based 
marketing campaigns. 
 
I think there is a lesson there too, that it is never too early to build an audience 
who believes in what you do. At some point, there will be value created by the 
fact that you’re connecting with that audience regularly.  

 
Matthew: That’s all the time we have today for the show, Tom. If people want to find out 

more about your cartoons and your career or your studio, where would you send 
them? 

 
Tom: I would send them to MarketoonStudios.com, which has background on the 

studio that we’re building and also to my blog, Marketoonist.com. It has weekly 
marketing cartoons talking about the industry we all work in. 

 
Matthew: All right. Thank you very much, Tom, for joining us on Marketing Smarts and 

thank you listener, for listening here to the end. This has been the Marketing 
Smarts podcast brought to you by Marketing Profs.  

 
Come on down for our B2B forum in Boston from October 3rd – 5th. Register at 
MProfs.com/SmartB2B and get $200 off if you use the code SMARTB2B. It’s 
going to be awesome, see you there. 

 
I have been your host, Matthew Grant. Talk to you next week. 

 


