
Marketing Smarts, Episode 52  
A Marketing Podcast     October 3, 2012        Guest: Dave Carroll 
  

	  
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. 

  
 If anything perfectly captured the power of the individual on the air of social 

media, it was the immensely powerful viral video United Breaks Guitars, made by 
a Canadian musician, Dave Carroll, whose guitar United broke. The video has 
enjoyed 12.4 million views, been cited in countless business books and articles 
as well as Harvard Business School case study. Reportedly, it affected United’s 
stock price though to be fair, that claim has been disputed. 

 
 Dave now has a book out about the making of the video and how its popularity 

changed his life in unexpected ways. We invited him to Marketing Smarts to talk 
about the book The Essence of Social Media and Why Companies Should Never 
Use the Phrase “Statistically Insignificant”. The following conversation was the 
result. 
 
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. Dave, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 

 
Dave: Thanks Matt, it’s nice to be here today. 
 
Matthew: Thanks for joining us from way up north. 
 
 Of course, you came to renown with your United Breaks Guitars video on 

YouTube but now you have a book out. The book is not only about the 
background story of everything that led up to the video. I think the most 
interesting parts are your insights about experience around this video and the 
social media viral explosion of it.  

 
Specifically, you talk about what the power of social media is and how it has 
changed the game. You turn a notion that people have about social media on its 
head. People talk about how social media and the world wide web has really 
connected everyone but you instead say that it didn’t really connect them.  
 
With Facebook, for example, the connections pre-existed Facebook. The real 
critical importance of social media lies in its ability to help us experience 
connections that we already have. Could you talk a little bit more about how you 
came to that idea and what the implications are as you see them? 
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Dave: Sure. I’ve been watching the media and how it has played on human beings 

since I have been alive and before that. We are constantly being told that we’re 
not connected and are separate and we can feel more connected if we buy a 
product. There are certain things that should be ours naturally but someone has 
found a way to bottle it and charge us for it and make us think we have to go 
through them to experience it.  

 
The obvious thing would be bottled water. I remember a day when I said, “I can’t 
imagine ever paying for water” and we do it all the time now. The same could be 
said of this idea of being connected to other people. That somehow, we have 
been conditioned to believe that we need things for us to be connected to others 
like Facebook or Twitter.  
 
It occurred to me while I was writing the book and thinking of my story and my 
experience that social media doesn’t really connect us. It only allows us to 
experience what is already there. That was one of the big epiphanies for me 
when I was thinking about my story and why it was so successful. The reason 
this idea of connectedness is so important is because so many people in the 
world were able to laugh at the same jokes in places where they don’t even 
speak English.  
 
We are culturally diverse, geographically separated and yet United Breaks 
Guitars seems to be ubiquitous across the world. I have met people in Australia 
and Siberia who couldn’t be more different and yet they laughed at the song in 
the same way and got the same jokes. It occurred to me that we are connected 
already. We don’t need Facebook or Twitter but they are great tools to remind us 
and allow us to experience that connectedness a little more. 

 
Matthew: Why do you think it’s important for companies to realize this, that they are not 

making the connections but almost uncovering them? 
 
Dave: I bring that up because I think it’s kind of liberating for anyone who is in the 

business of selling things to people. Sometimes you think that you have to 
reinvent the wheel or find ways to influence people to buy your products. Really, 
it only comes down to this idea of finding that connection point with others.  

 
 If you can connect by being authentic and sharing your story by nature of this 

ability to be connected with each other that we come by naturally. If you can 
achieve that, people will buy your story and once they buy your story, they will by 
whatever it is that you have to sell if it is something that they need and if it 
resonates with them. 
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 This is a good new epiphany for businesses, when they hear it, I hope. It means 
profit for the company and it takes out all of the responsibility in sales to try to 
influence people and persuade them. 

 
Matthew: When you mentioned being authentic, it reminded me of something that I read in 

your book. You were talking about all of the interviews that you had to do after 
your video had broken. You said that you got some tips on how to deliver your 
message so that you would come across as authentic, which I believe you are.  

 
 The interesting thing to me was this weird juxtaposition of preparing or learning 

how to be authentic when I think to think of authenticity as something that comes 
naturally. How do you strike that balance between being focused and polished 
and at the same time remaining authentic? 

  
Dave: It’s a subtle difference. I didn’t see it quite like that. The way I saw it, instead of 

trying to be seen authentic, I was doing my best to try and not look shifty. I think 
that what you’re referring to is the part of the book where I talk about doing the 
interviews called double-enders.  

 
You’re in a studio and you’re doing an interview and you’re looking toward the 
camera but there is no monitor and the person who is interviewing you is not in 
the room and you don’t see them. If you were on the phone, your eyes might 
wonder around the room but here, you have to look at the camera directly 
because that is what the audience is seeing. If you are answering questions and 
letting your eyes wonder, you look really shifty and you appear inauthentic. 

 
 I did one of my first interviews that way and watched it later. Someone reminded 

me that I had to look at the camera or I would look shifty. It’s really not about 
trying to be something you’re not, it’s trying to not appear to be something that 
you aren’t. 

 
 Matthew: Right, and as you point out, not being shifty is something all of us should strive 

for. 
 
Dave: Shifty isn’t good. 
 
Matthew: It doesn’t resonate with people. That is a good point. In a sense, it’s more about 

how to maintain your authenticity in situations like the double-ender which are 
really artificial situations where you can’t even see the person you are speaking 
with. 

  
Dave: Right. Here is another thing to help answer the question. I remember my very 

first speech when I gave a keynote to 700 of the biggest brands in North 
America. I was really nervous about it because I hadn’t done any speaking ever 
and I had to deliver a 40 or 50-minute keynote without a guitar in my hands and 
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look comfortable on a great big stage with big monitors on either side of me 
showing ten foot faces of Dave Carroll.  

 
 To help myself get through it, I just reminded myself at the beginning that I was 

there to tell my story in the way that only I can tell it and not be anything other 
than myself. It went over great because I didn’t try to be someone else and 
deliver someone else’s idea of who Dave Carroll is and what his story looks like. 

 
Matthew: I want to come back to this idea of the connectedness. Obviously, being 

authentic, authentically presenting yourself and being who you really are is one 
way to make new connections with people. One of the things that struck me 
about your video projects was how much the video projects themselves seem to 
result or depend on this really wide ranking network of connections that you had 
built up over your years in the music business. 

 
 Have you thought about the idea that the videos you were making and the way 

you were able to make them were actually the result of this intense 
connectedness that you had been fostering for quite sometime? 

 
Dave: Absolutely. I say this all the time but my whole brand is built upon the 

contributions of my friends, the videographers at Curve Production, all of my 
friends who help make a record, all of the people who volunteered and ultimately, 
the people who took the time to watch the video and share it with their friends. 
This idea of connectedness is central to everything that has happened to me 
since United Breaks Guitars. 

  
The reason I think my friends volunteered and got everything started is my 
approach in making the song lighthearted in a way that resonated with people 
and allowed them to feel that it was something that they could understand and 
want to be part of. If I had taken an angry approach, I think that it would have 
pushed people away but having a lighthearted approach where you could laugh 
at yourself and find the humor in things drew people in. 

 
Matthew: Something else I noticed in the book was that you put an emphasis on not being 

angry. Some people referred to you as a vigilante and things like that which didn’t 
really fit your persona and who you are as a person. It certainly didn’t fit the 
songs that you made. 

  
 When you started your odyssey, trying to get restitution from United, you said 

that one of the things you had found was to not lose your temper with United 
representatives, some of whom were really rude to you or really dismissive. How 
did you do that? As anyone who has gone through customer service has 
experienced, it can be very, very frustrating and very difficult not to lose one’s 
cool. Was there anything you did in particular to maintain your equanimity? 
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Dave: Every time I made a phone call or got involved in an email, before I started typing 
or dialing, I realized that this probably wasn’t going to be the last call I was going 
to make. It wasn’t going to be resolved in this call.  

 
I resolved myself that this was only one step taking me to the next step and most 
of all, that the person answering the email or phone call is certainly never the 
problem. They are only the bearers of bad news or people that are earning 
wages and trying to support their families at jobs they probably never dreamed of 
having. It made it easy not to get upset at them per say. 
 
Not so far in the background, my wife was a manager of customer service at a 
phone company. She was adamant and made sure that I was never allowed to 
get upset at anyone. She kept me on a tight leash. 

 
Matthew: That’s good. I have also learned from my wife about a customer service situation. 

One of the things that I have noticed she tends to do is say, “Thank you so much 
for helping me deal with this.” Even in the middle of the call, even if it’s 
frustrating. It becomes almost a cadence in what she’s doing. Now I have started 
doing that, too, and it centers you again. 

 
Dave: It’s good for you but it’s also good for the other person because you can bet that 

they don’t get people saying that all the time to them. It’s probably the opposite. 
People are frustrated and taking it all out on them. That would ruin your day so 
the opposite would be true. You can make someone’s day by acknowledging that 
you appreciate them and you know they are on the other end of the phone 
working for you. 

 
Matthew: I think it often makes a difference in the outcome, really. That speaks to one of 

the questions that you raised. When there was business interest on what you had 
done, the big question on people’s minds seemed to be “How can we prevent a 
Dave Carroll from happening to us?” What are your thoughts are for anyone 
listening to this about that? What are the things that they could or should be 
doing as an organization to help prevent a Dave Carroll. 

 
 I think that if you made a song about me, I would actually be glad, but not all 

companies probably feel that way. What are your thoughts on preventing this 
outcome? 

  
Dave: I talk about some of these in the book but there have apparently been 400 books 

written on customer service that talk about United Breaks Guitars in one way or 
another. Apparently there are several things you should never do if you are 
facing a viral video or an angry customer and apparently, United did almost all of 
them. 
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 Before I made the promise of the video, the first thing to do would be to empower 
and encourage your frontline employees to solve the problem themselves right 
away. I had the flight attendant that I told within seconds of this happening. She 
put her hand up in my face and said, “Don’t talk to me, talk to the lead agent.” 
The next person I talked to a few minutes later passed it off to someone else. 
That person dismissed the whole thing as acceptable because I signed a waiver 
for it. 

  
 That sort of culture seems to be prevalent with United and with a lot of 

companies. Having people care who about their jobs and the service that they 
provide and take responsibility for the entire company whenever possible is the 
ideal situation. From a management standpoint, after the guitar was broken they 
probably should have apologized first off. That was something they didn’t do for 
months after the video was released. 

 
 As I mention in the book, sometimes saying you’re sorry is the least expensive 

solution to a problem that is potentially very expensive. Other things they should 
have or could have done would have been to consider what I was offering as a 
solution before I made the promise.  

 
I was told at the beginning of this adventure that the guitar was written off. That’s 
$3,500. That’s what I paid for the guitar. Later, I gave it to someone else who 
fixed it for $1,200. It’s not a perfect fix but I accepted that and I said to United that 
I would like $1,200 in flight vouchers. To me, it would cost them nothing. It would 
allow me to offset future travel costs and allow them to show me that my 
experience wouldn’t be the same the next time around. They didn’t think that was 
reasonable and they said no to it. 
 
I think too many big companies, have a set of policies that they put everyone into 
and say, “Everyone must fit into this can of policy solutions. If they don’t, too bad 
for them.” Really, if a reasonable offer is made, someone should be empowered 
to be able to consider that and that would solve the problem. That would have 
helped a lot. 

 
Matthew: This rigidity of the policy seems to depend on something else that you bring up in 

the book and that you found particularly appalling, this notion of statistically 
insignificance. When there is a big public relations disaster like the BP oil spill, a 
lot of times, the company’s response is to focus on how many times it doesn’t 
happen. 

  
 You basically say that companies should never ever think in terms of statistical 

insignificance. I was wondering if you could explain what is problematic about 
this notion of statistical insignificance and why it leads to bigger problems. 
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Dave: Sure. I have another major epiphany about statistical insignificance while I was 
giving testimony on a passengers’ rights bill in Washington. I got to deliver my 
testimony in a passengers’ rights hearing that would obligate airlines to take off 
within three hours of leaving the gate. That law has ended up being passed since 
and that’s a good thing for consumers. It prevents being stuck on the tarmac for 
hours in hours in a really uncomfortable situation.  

 
Everyone in the room was supposed to be there to support this bill and they had 
a former CEO of a major American airline get up. From the way he was talking, I 
found it difficult to understand whose side he was on. He kept saying that three 
hours was too onerous, it should be four hours at least and that planes 
essentially take off on time almost all the time and that it happens so infrequently 
that people are left on tarmacs for long periods of time that it is statistically 
insignificance. 
  
I realized that this many who was the CEO of a multibillion dollar corporate with 
decades of experience who was well educated and well spoken didn’t 
understand customer service in the age of social media. He was saying that 
there are portions of his customer base that should be satisfied with horrible 
service and that the company and the industry should shoot for being almost 
right most of the time rather than 100% of the time. 
 
That is a huge difference. That whole perspective is immensely different in the 
outcome of the service that you will give to people and the experience they will 
have and how they will react to you if they have a bad experience. If you say that 
you are happy with 95% of your customers getting okay service, you are saying 
that 5% are marginalized. It can be very dangerous today in the age of social 
media to leave 5% of your customers feeling disenfranchised, powerless and 
having horrible experiences as United Breaks Guitars shows. 

 
Matthew: Some companies are so big that 5% could be millions of people, first of all, 

obviously and each one of them has the power of using social media as a 
platform to talk about their bad experience.  

 
When you were talking about preventing the Dave Carroll situation, empowering 
employees and even apologizing, it reminded me of the mantra a CEO I worked 
with used to have. It was that people don’t care about bad outcomes, they care 
about bad feelings. Sometimes, there is an element of not being able to change 
the outcome but if you then compound the problem by making people feel 
statistically insignificance or that it was okay with you that something bad 
happened to them, that really just makes it worse. 
  
I wanted to talk a little bit about going to social media and using the platforms, 
specifically, this emphasis that you put on quality. It’s hard to imagine that people 
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listening to this have never seen the United Breaks Guitars video but if you 
haven’t seen it recently, it is worth watching again. 
 
It is a well-crafted songs and certainly, as go into United Breaks Guitars parts two 
and three, the production values increase over each episode. You said that the 
entire project rested on the strength of the song. Why did you think that the song 
itself had to be particularly strong? You had been wronged. 

  
Dave: I have been an independent singer-songwriter for 20 years and by far, most 

people in the world would not have heard of me before. From my earliest gigs, 
my brother and I as a duo always tried to do our best. We tried to make sure that 
whoever did decide to come see our shows got a good experience. When it 
came to doing this video, I thought, “I am going to be putting my name on this. I 
want what I do to really shine through.” 

 
 What I could control in this whole project would have been the songwriting, 

singing and the lyrics and music behind it. I gave it my best shot and took myself 
through the same creative process to write the song and tried my very best. I 
labored over lines and lyrics the way I normally would because I wanted the final 
outcome to be very good at communicating what I was doing. 

 
 Before even worrying about who was going to watch it, I thought I was going to 

make it accessible in my own mind and accept it. I may never get compensation 
from United but at the very least, I am going to make myself a better songwriter 
by writing three songs about the same experience from different perspectives 
without any one song being redundant. That is a very hard thing to do because 
as you know, you write songs yourself. I thought that at the very least, I would 
better myself that way so I tried my best. 

 
 I think that people appreciate that. In a really busy online environment where 

everyone has the ability to use social media, the one thing that differentiates and 
gives people the ability to cut through the noise is to be creative and make 
excellent content. That is what is going to separate you. 

 
 I couldn’t control how many people watch it but I was able to control the creative 

side. If I could make something that looks good, sounds good and makes people 
want to tell their friends about it, it should be able to get the 1 million views 
between the three videos that I was hoping for. 

 
Matthew: And of course, you broke that goal on the first one and even on the second one. 

In the book, you say at the time of writing that it had 11.5 million views. It is close 
to 12.5 million as of this morning so it’s still going strong.  

 
I was curious about this creativity piece of it. I know that you had set this goal for 
yourself within a restricted timeframe to write three songs. Since then you have 
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now been engaged by a number of companies and organizations to write songs 
on their behalf.  
 
I was talking about this with one of our guests, Tom Fishburne a couple of weeks 
ago. What do you do to maintain or tap into that creativity when you have to do it 
on demand? 

 
Dave: When I get creative, I need to be alone in a quiet space. I am easily distracted by 

things like television and phone calls and so I really have to block off some time 
and say, “Now is my creative time.” I do shut off the phones and that sort of thing. 

 
 The music comes to me faster so I always write the music first. I am attracted to 

a melody. If I settle on a melody, in my mind it is strong and that is the time when 
I start thinking it’s worth putting lyrics to. In the case of something like United 
Breaks Guitars, I asked myself who my potential audience was going to be, how I 
was going to reach them and what I want the message to be. 

  
 I sort of plan ahead like any project. You think about where you are now, where 

you want to be when you get there and constantly measure that along the way to 
make sure you are not getting off course so that you do wind up where you want 
to be. 

  
 With United Breaks Guitars, I said that I wanted to write a song that was true and 

authentic and have the lyrics tell the story almost in chronological order and tell 
the facts as they happen. When the chorus comes out, I wanted it to be very 
energetic and very simple. My issue is that United broke my guitar. I regret flying 
with them and should have gone by car because as an airline, they break guitars. 
That is all I’m asking people to remember.  

 
That is the way the lyrics flowed out. I was happy with the way the verses 
skipped along at a high rate. The lyrics come fairly quickly but when you run 
head-on into the chorus, the tempo of the song stays the same but the lyrics are 
stretched out so that it is very clear what I am saying. To me, what makes a good 
chorus is something that is memorable. 

 
Matthew: And sing-alongable too, certainly. It is funny listening to it today. It is a really well 

crafted song. It is still fun to listen to. In fact, I think that is one of the hard parts. 
Tom Fishburne talked about creativity in a muscle in a sense, that you need to 
exercise every day. He builds in regular creative time into his schedule just like 
you were talking about. 

 
 The other thing that he mentioned about his cartoons is that even if you are doing 

something for a company, it has to stand on its own as something that is funny in 
and of itself. Then the company is along for the ride, as he put it. In this context, 
what could have been a novelty song, like Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer 
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and it’s not like that. I feel like it stays one step ahead of its novelty, which is an 
accomplishment in and of itself, I think. 

  
Dave: That is what I was trying to do itself. I don’t consider it a hokey song and I heard 

that from a lot of people. The video is definitely campy but I think that it’s written 
and produced as a regular country song. That to me is funny in itself that I use 
those tools in that format. 

 
 To that degree too, I get called a country artist all the time and I don’t consider 

myself a country artist. I definitely have country leanings but that is the most 
country song I’ve ever written. That is because it served the message of the 
song. Country music is usually about hurting and loss and that sort of thing and I 
lost my guitar and it hurt so I went with a country song. 

 
Matthew: You got that sense of hurt and longing from the song. 
  
 I did have a quick question. Why Taylor guitars? The acoustic guitar I have had 

for 30 years is a Takamine knockoff of a Martin. I have always sort of lusted over 
Martin but otherwise, Gibson guitars are my bag. What is it about the Taylor 
guitars specifically that you really like?  

 
Dave: When I bought that guitar, I was living in Ottawa, Canada at the time. I went to 

Steve’s Music and they are people who know their guitars and can tell you the 
history of the instrument and the structural differences and all these things. I am 
not schooled that way and it doesn’t really interest me as much. 

 
 I just remember that when I wanted to buy a nice guitar, I went to Steve’s Music 

and I was trying out all different kinds. I saw a Taylor there and I am a huge 
James Taylor fan. At first I thought that maybe had endorsed the guitar and the 
whole brand was named after him. I didn’t know anything about the history.  

 
 I just remember trying different guitars and out of all the ones I tried including 

other Taylors, the one I bought, that 710CE with the cedar top on it sounded 
warm and bright at the same time. I just loved it. It felt good in my hands and 
that’s the way I think people should buy guitars. Instead of buying a brand that 
someone else says is good, it’s about how it feels to you. 

 
 In that experience that day, that guitar rang true to me. I have since learned a lot 

more about Taylors and how they do it and it is no surprise that their guitars are 
consistently well made, well respected and loved around the world. I just like the 
way they sound. 

 
Matthew: There is much more that we could talk about Dave, but that is all the time we 

have today. If people want to find out more about your book or what you are 
doing currently, where would you send them? 
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Dave: I invite everyone who is knowing about Dave Carroll to go to my website, 

www.DaveCarrollMusic.com. You’ll find four doorways on my website that take 
you to the four major offerings, music, speaking, the book and Gripevine.  

 
We didn’t really talk about Gripevine but I have a customer service platform that 
brings consumers and businesses together to solve problems because 
resolutions are going to improve the world, not fighting. So that’s what that does. 

 
Matthew: Just to reiterate in case that in case it wasn’t as clear as it could be, 

Gripevine.com is the site that Dave is talking about that connects companies and 
aggrieved customers.  

 
Dave, thanks once again for joining us here and thank you listener, for listening 
here to the end. This has been the Marketing Smarts podcast brought to you by 
MarketingProfs. I have been your host Matthew Grant. Thanks for listening. 

 


