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Matt:  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. 

 
Seth Godin called John Jantsch “the Peter Drucker of small business marketing 
tactics” and one would be hard-pressed to dispute that characterization. The 
author of the bestselling Duct Tape Marketing, host of a Top Ten marketing 
podcast that Forbes dubbed “a must-listen” and a featured marketing contributor 
to American Express’s open forum, John has found a wide and appreciative 
audience for his practical and down to Earth on building small businesses. 
 
John recently published a booked entitled The Commitment Engine and I invited 
him to Marketing Smarts to discuss it. While remaining eminently practical, this 
book is both deeper and more personal than his preceding work because it 
focuses less on the “how” of small business marketing and more on the “why”. 
 
In the conversation that follows, I talk to John about his emphasis on purpose 
and the ways in which clarity and mindfulness can be as critical for small 
business success as a great product and superb service. 
 
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. John, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 

 
John:  Hey, I’m really happy to be here. 
 
Matt: Well I am really glad that you had the time to talk with us. I do want to talk about 

your book, The Commitment Engine down the road but I thought we would start 
by talking about your business itself, Duct Tape Marketing. I think people may 
have heard of you, and of course people call you, “the Small Business Marketing 
Guru.” Are you wearing robes? 

  
John:  I am not wearing robes but I am barefoot if that helps.  
 
Matt:  That’s so weird. So am I. 
 
John:  I work a lot better barefoot. 
 
Matt: It’s just much more comfortable. I don’t know why that is. Why do socks feel so 

confining? 
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John:  That’s right. 
 
Matt: They just have to come right off, although as my wife will point out I will just leave 

them anywhere in the house. I don’t know why that is. 
  
 You have these books but it seems that you built a whole business around the 

concept of Duck Tape Marketing that has many different aspects. Could you 
sketch out for our listeners the business that you are in? 

 
John:  We refer to it as an empire. I think that is what you were alluding to. 
  

I actually started my own marketing firm over 25 years ago. It had a traditional, 
small agency model which meant small projects for big companies but I found 
somewhere along the road that I really enjoyed working with small businesses. 
 
About 12 years ago, I just committed to the fact that that was what I was going to 
do. I was going to find a way to work exclusively with small businesses. As any of 
your listeners might now, sometimes working with small businesses is tough. 
They have the same needs and challenges but not the same attention spans, 
budget or resources. 
  
I said that what I needed to create for myself, and fortunately, I think what the 
world needed me to create, was a very turnkey, systematic approach to 
marketing for the small business. I could walk in and say, “Here is what I’m going 
to do, here is what you are going to do, here are the results you can expect and 
here is what it’s going to cost.” 
 
It really revolutionized how marketing services were delivered in a way, at least 
to the small business. I had to give it a product-y sounding name and so I came 
up with the name Duct Tape Marketing because I have been a small business 
owner for a long time and it seemed to be the perfect metaphor for what it is 
really like to grow a small business. 
  
The proof is that ten years later now, the Duct Tape Marketing System has been 
installed in tens of thousands of small businesses around the world because I not 
only documented it and now sell the entire online program but as you mentioned, 
I have just released my third book that talks about the same principles. I have a 
network of independent marketing consultants in about ten countries that license 
the Duct Tape Marketing System and work doing the work I initially did to create 
the system which small business owners really went for. 

 
Matt: All right. So there are at least three components. There is your own consulting 

that you do, you also produce a lot of content. Obviously you produce these 
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books, and there are the podcasts that I have been going on for something like 
years by my reckoning. You also do a lot of public speaking. 

 But you have this system. What does that mean, the Duct Tape Marketing 
System? 

 
John: Well, it is almost a curriculum. If you read Duct Tape Marketing, the book itself 

really follows the points in the system. I will  be the first to admit that many of the 
Marketing Profs listeners who are highly trained and experienced marketers 
might look at a lot of the components of the system and say, “Gosh, doesn’t 
everyone know that and do that?” 

  
 My experience, of course, was that most small businesses didn’t and don’t and 

didn’t really know where to get that. They were buying their marketing services 
from the person working at the counter at Kinko’s or somebody that was a 
freelance PR person. There wasn’t anybody showing them how to do strategy, 
how to build a complete lead generation system and a lead conversion system, 
how to think like a publisher and create their entire marketing hour glass and how 
to measure it and put it all together. 

 
 Nobody had really broken down and simplified a lot of the things that are 

common knowledge and repacked it as an aid. Start at A. I know you need all 
these things like a new website, Pinterest and whatever, but we are going to start 
here at A. We are going to figure out who your ideal client is and how you truly 
are different and can offer a value proposition and build a strategy around that. 

  
 That’s the part that I’m the proudest of, quite Frankly. I think we have really 

injected this idea of strategy into the world of small business in a way that 
nobody was. 

 
Matt: Could you define what you mean by a small business? In The Commitment 

Engine, you point out that you don’t use the word entrepreneur. I think of people 
that run small businesses as entrepreneurs in the broadest sense, but I 
understand too that if you have to do marketing as a small business owner, you 
don’t have a marketing department. You are not only the person owning, running 
the business and usually at the start, doing what the business does but you also 
have to be the marketing department. 

  
 I just want to get a clear sense. Sometimes when people say they have a small 

business, they say, “We’re a $3,000,000 business so we’re small.” That may 
sound like a lot of money to a solo practitioner. 

  
 What do you mean when you talk about a small business? 
 
John: Revenue is such a hard thing too. As you said, you could have a solo-preneur 

consultant doing a couple hundred thousand dollars. That’s a really healthy, 
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profitable business. You could have a construction firm that is doing $10,000,000 
and barely getting by. 

 
 The definition I use has more to do with people. The real small business that we 

deal with quite a bit with Duct Tape Marketing typically has under 50 employees. 
As you said, sometimes they have some marketing staff. Typically, there is not a 
senior marketing person or a strategic marketing person. The owner is still 
making a lot of those marketing decisions and hopefully through virtual help or 
internal staff, getting whatever marketing plans they’ve created carried out. 

 
 To the point of entrepreneur, I kind of pick on that term in the book. I am not anti-

that at all. Just as you picked up on, it’s really more the people that think, “Oh no, 
I’m an entrepreneur. I’m not a small business owner.” I think it’s that mindset that 
suggests that if you call yourself a small business owner then all you want to do 
is eek out a living and create a job for yourself, and when you are done you’ll go 
away. 

 
 Whereas, the entrepreneur is someone who this vision for some great innovation, 

is going to build it up really quickly and sell it for a whole bunch of money and 
retire somewhere on the beach at 35. I think that I was picking on were the 
people that make that distinction.  

 
 I think there’s a tremendous amount of crossover in the idea of owning and 

building a small business that serves your life as well as those that come to work 
there and doing something that gives you tremendous meaning and happens to 
be very profitable as well. To me, that’s an entrepreneur, that’s a small business 
owner. 

 
Matt: Right. It’s interesting too because one of the things that you focus on in The 

Commitment Engine is that people running businesses need to avoid “playing 
small” as you put it. It’s funny because when you were just describing the 
entrepreneur, I think that this cultural image we have of an entrepreneur is 
someone who is shooting for the moon. You say that should actually be 
something that small business owners do. 

 
John: Again, within reason. I do think a lot of people who start businesses in many 

cases don’t think, “Where am I going to be in five years? Where will I be in ten 
years?” Even if your picture of that isn’t some grand thing that you could never 
imagine such as doing hundreds of millions of dollars of business, what I was 
suggesting that where a lot of small business owners fall into a trap is here. Let’s 
say I am doing “X” amount of revenue and I think that I want to have some 
growth, so 10% is a reasonable number. 
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 Maybe it’s a reasonable number but what I think happens in that mindset is that 
it’s not a big enough number for you to think about how you’ve got to change the 
business or operate it differently. 

  
 A lot of the time, what holds small business holders back is that the really only 

can manage a business that they can keep their arms around. That might involve 
10% growth or 5% growth in a year. What I am suggesting is this. What if you 
said “This year, we are going to double our business or we are going to triple our 
business”? Even if you didn’t know how you were going to do it, it would start the 
process of forcing you to think differently, completely differently about your 
business. 

 
 The biggest trap that the solo-preneur, the small business owner typically falls 

into is thinking, “I know how to do the work in this business so consequently, I will 
just do it all.” I think that if you start thinking much bigger in terms of doubling or 
tripling your business, you would quickly, hopefully, come to the realization that 
maybe you have to get other people to do it.  

 
 There are aspects of the work that you have to let go of. You have to identify the 

three or four high-payoff activities that make sense for you to continue to do as 
the business owner and figure out how to get everything else done by other 
people. 

 
Matt: One of the things that I really liked how you said in the book is that if your goals 

aren’t big enough, they won’t come true. As you were saying, a 10% increase in 
revenue just translates into, “Well, I need to get one more client” or “I just need to 
work a little harder” on some level. Doubling or tripling your income means that 
you will have to do something radically different. 

  
That brings up something else you said along these lines which was that your 
plan for this picture and the future that you are drawing for yourself has to create 
enough doubt that you have no idea how it will come to pass. That something 
you start out focus on in The Commitment Engine. It’s this idea that there’s doubt 
and a tinge of chaos in how you’re thinking about your business or the feeling 
that you have going into the business. 
  
I was wondering if you could elaborate on that. Why is this doubt and this tinge of 
chaos which a lot of people are really afraid of so important in helping you 
actually take your business to the next level? 

 
John: I think that we are talking about growing the business, right? I think that is the 

assumption, and again, you get to define what that means. I don’t find that you 
can ever grow unless you change, unless you create new behaviors, unless you 
create new habits and go out there and do things that you’ve never done before. 
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 I know in the history of my business, if I ever get really comfortable and start 
thinking, “Wow, everything is really clicking along as planned and everything is 
great,” then something is wrong. What I mean by that is that I’m not pushing, 
experimenting, exploring. 

  
 I think that what happens to a lot of people is that they get really comfortable. In 

this world we live in today, if you get really comfortable, the world is going to pass 
you by. You see it happen. For example, everyone was all gaga about social 
media a few years ago. A lot of people got really comfortable being social media 
experts. Then the world woke up and realized that they didn’t need any social 
media experts. Those folks are still stick trying to teach people how to use 
Twitter. I know that’s an absurd example. 

  
 I will be the first to admit that a lot of what I share in The Commitment Engine is 

somewhat personal but I believe that the growth comes from facing some things 
that you are afraid to do. 

 
 In fact, there is a tremendous book Steven Pressfield wrote called The War of 

Art. I don’t know if you are familiar with it but I’m sure of your listeners are. I had 
the opportunity to interview Steven for my podcast. We were talking about this 
book and I was having some challenges with it, partially because I was telling my 
personal stories. It really made me a little nervous. 

 
 He said, “If you are feeling nervous and if you are feeling fear, that’s a sure sign 

from the universe that that is the thing you need to be attacking the most.” I think 
I probably shared that story in the book. I can’t even remember now, isn’t that 
terrible? 

  
 It is something that I’ve lived by all my business life. I get a real sense of growth 

that comes from actively sticking your neck out there. Pretty much everything I 
have accomplished over the last 20 years, I did not know how to do. I think that’s 
a really crucial ingredient in growing a business, at least a business that is kind of 
fun. 

 
Matt: It is a personal book but that seems to be part of the point. You are saying that if 

you are a small business owner and you really want to grow your business, you 
have to make it personal. That’s even at the level of you having a personal 
commitment to what you’re doing. You have to have a personal connection to 
what you’re trying to do as part of the business. 

 
 Especially in the very first part of the book, a lot of what you’re talking about is 

almost soul searching and really asking yourself tough questions about what you 
really want to be doing, why you are doing it, what you really love and what you 
want to accomplish but also the impact that your business is going to have one 
the world. 
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 The central theme seems to be that unless you are committed to your business 

at a very personal level, employees aren’t going to be committed to it and 
ultimately, customers aren’t going to be committed to it. Especially in the small 
business world where it is really about your driving it, it seems that it has to be 
personal. 

 
John: You did the book summary there. It is the ultimate inside-out job. People think 

that building a business means that you have to go out there and attract a bunch 
of customers or build the community. I guess that what I am saying is that you 
have to get really, really clear about why you do what you do. Use that as a 
message to attract others that want to go on that journey and commit to that 
same idea. The community, then, will become the natural outcome of a business 
that is very clear about why it does what it does. 

 
 I have met some really fun business. I profile some really awesome ones that I 

think embody that approach. They are wildly successful. It is a very practical 
approach. It is not just a, “Let’s get around here and hug each other and 
everyone will feel good about it.” 

  
 It’s a very profitable approach too because if you can create something that has 

a very powerful message, a business that is built very much on, “Here’s why we 
do what we do,” and there is an audience that is not getting that from somewhere 
else, they will become extremely loyal and will help you build a very, very 
profitable business. 

 
Matt: That was an interesting point too. A lot of people when they think about 

marketing and positioning, they think, “This is what we do and this is how what 
we do is going to benefit you,” or “These are the features of what we offer and 
this is how it is going to change your life.” You say that you need to focus on the 
“why” of what we do. But then you also said something very interesting and this 
is where the purpose piece of it comes in. 

 
 The purpose of what you’re doing is the “why” of what you’re doing it. As you also 

point out, a lot of times, when people start out in a small business or even in any 
business, it can feel very accidental.  

 
 The weird thing that you said which I’ve been dwelling on all day is that it’s not 

about you finding your purpose in what you’re doing, it’s about allowing that 
purpose to find you. 

 
John: I think that is a great way to sum it up and I will tell you that on more than one 

occasion, I found businesses that clearly know their higher purpose and they will 
admit that it was a complete accident. It found them and once it did, they realized 
that is what they were meant to do. 
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 One of the examples was a janitorial service company called Jancoa in 

Cincinnati, Ohio. By all accounts, they were a pretty successful business with 
several million dollars and about 50 employees but they couldn’t keep enough 
people to do the work that they had committed to doing. 

 
 One day, they went out to the library and read all these books about how to find 

and retain good employees and one of the nuggets they picked up was that you 
needed to make it easy for your employees to get to work. They bought a van 
and started driving around the neighborhood to pick up their employees and 
move them from job to job. 

 
 It was one of the first times they saw the level of lost hope and poverty that 

existed among their employees. Apparently, not everyone dreams about going 
into the janitorial services business. A lot of what they were attracting were 
people that really had lost hope and had lost their dreams.  

 
 They determined that they could fix their people problem by becoming a 

company that was about making dreams come true or at least helping people 
realize dreams. They installed an entire level of management called the Dream 
Managers. The Dream Managers’ job was to take every employee and have 
them identify a dream. It didn’t matter how big or how small it was. The Dream 
Managers’ job was to make sure that happened. It might be to get a GED, to go 
on vacation, send your kid to college, it really didn’t matter.  

 
 What they found was making this an integral part of their business completely 

eliminated employee turnover. If you fast-forward to today, they are doing 
$15,000,000 and a couple hundred employees. They have no turnover to speak 
of. 

 
 The Dream Manager program has been chronicled and then copied worldwide. 

They will tell you readily if you ask them what they do for a living that they make 
people’s dreams come true and disguise it as a janitorial services business.  

 
Matt: I found that story really inspiring. It raises another theme in your book, which is 

the sense of community. So they are driving around and they suddenly start 
seeing the community that their employees are coming from and they want to do 
something to make a difference for them. 

  
 It was one of the things you said, building a business today means building a 

community. Of course, there is a lot of jibber-jabber about community nowadays 
and I had Becky McCray on the show a couple of weeks back talking about what 
you can learn from small town businesses. 
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 She was critical of the way community gets discussed because a lot of times, she 
feels like businesses talk about building community but really they just mean 
building an audience. You really seem to mean “building community” in the sense 
that Becky meant it. It’s a connected group of people that have a shared sense of 
purpose and a shared commitment to this overall project. 

  
 I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about that since I think most people 

think that building a business means building a lot of customers and making a 
bunch of money and they don’t think of it as building a community. 

 
John: It’s really tough. I think that we are all engrained with the idea that you get a 

customer, they pay you and that’s how the business works. 
 
 First off, I share Becky’s belief. We’ve frankly always had a community model. 

That’s why small towns are such a great example. We have had community 
forever with churches and schools. I think one of the things that has been so cool 
about everything that has gone on in the last ten years online is that we now 
have the ability to easily build community around shared ideas or shared beliefs. 
It doesn’t really matter where you are. 

 
 I think that businesses that either locally or globally tap that mindset are the ones 

that you see are truly thriving. To some degree, their customers or the revenue of 
the business becomes a natural outcome of building this community around 
shared ideas. 

 
 Not to too Duct Tape Marketing’s horn too much but I really believe that what 

keeps it going. I talk about simple, effective, affordable, very practical small 
business ideas. I share everything I possibly can and I have for years. I know that 
my success, the success of the brand and certainly of the products and now our 
consultants, has a lot to do with people I never meet. I never talk to them 
personally, I never transact any business with them but if they didn’t trust the 
message that we put out and the community that feel that they are a part of what 
we feel our purpose is, I don’t believe we would be successful to the level we are.  

 
I think that a business that really understands that it is that community, be it the 
users, vendors or suppliers. It is this whole ecosystem that you have to really 
depend on today if you want to build a business that is almost recession-proof, in 
a way because I think that people come and stay because of the purpose they 
are drawn too. 

 
Matt: Right. Could you connect the dots between this focus on community and this 

idea that building a business means building a community? Something that you 
said was that you think that one of the biggest ideas of the book is that your goal 
is that part of building your business should be building a platform that really 
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ends up creating value for a lot of people in ways that you might not even have 
imagined when you set out to build it. 

 
 It sounds like on some level, that is what you have been doing with the Duct 

Tape Marketing System. You have these certified consultants and other people 
carry it on and basically build their own businesses off this system. 

 
 Could you talk about this idea of building your business as a platform and why 

someone might want to do that? 
 
John: You’re right. In a way, that is how I view it. The fact that we now can so easily put 

so much stuff out there that people can access I think makes that available. To 
me, Amazon is a business that is essentially a platform. There are many 
businesses that use the very tangible assets that Amazon has built to build and 
run their businesses. That is another great example.  

 
 I will take it down to a very local level. There is a restaurant just down the street 

from me that I cite as an example. It is called Café Gratitude. Any of your 
California listeners will certainly be familiar with Café Gratitude in Berkeley. It’s a 
bit of an icon, it’s a vegan, raw food restaurant. 

 
 This woman ate out there six or seven years ago and fell in love with it. She said, 

“I’ve got to bring this back to my hometown.” She met with them for years and 
worked out a deal. They said, “Sure, we will let you open a Café Gratitude in 
Kansas City.”  

 
She didn’t have the money to do it or any restaurant experience. She just started 
saying, “I’m going to open a Café Gratitude and this is what it’s going to be 
about.” She did have some training in nutrition. She started holding workshops 
on some of the ideals behind both gratitude and eating in this particular manner. 
She was teaching people how to cook this way and what raw food production 
was all about. She started bringing in people from out of town to hold workshops. 
 
She grew this very large community even though she had nothing to sell to them. 
Finally, she started selling gift certificates and ways for them to crowd-fund the 
restaurant. I think it’s been open for about a year now. I went to the opening and 
the line literally wrapped around the block for people wanting to get in there. It’s 
just a great example of this idea of building a community. 
 
I tell people all the time when they talk about starting a business immediately, 
“Start building a community.” Start writing, start collecting names, start creating a 
point of view so that you can start attracting people that will ultimately become 
the people that share what you do or buy what you do. I think it’s that element 
that is the most important part of building a business but in some cases, also the 
most fragile. That’s because in the need to generate revenue, we sometimes 
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don’t keep the best interests of the community in mind. To me, that’s why it’s so 
important that you cherish that as the greatest asset you could possibly build. 

 
Matt: John, unfortunately that is all the time we have for the show today. I knew this 

would happen and will have to get you on again at some point. If people want to 
find out more about your system, your books, they just go to 
DuctTapeMarketing.com, right? 

 
John:  Right. Everything is there. 
 
Matt: All right, Sir. Thank you very much for joining us on Marketing Smarts and thank 

you, listener, for listening here until the very end. This has been the Marketing 
Smarts podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs and I have been your host, 
Matthew Grant. Thanks for listening. 

 


