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INTRODUCTION 
 

Let me tell you something you already know. 

Competition is fierce. 

What keeps you up at night? If your one-word answer is “Competition,” you’re right to 

be worried. Competition is a huge challenge to every industry around the world, and it gets more 

cutthroat every year as more businesses battle for a slice of the pie.  

There is a remedy for your sleeplessness, though; not just a new way to outpace your 

competition but a way in which to render the whole notion of competition toothless and 

irrelevant. It’s a fix that’s simultaneously blindingly simple and brain-meltingly complex.  

Ready?  

You need to be uncopyable. 

You’re stuck in the crazy hamster wheel of positioning your company against your 

competition. You come up with a product improvement that’s clearly better than theirs. Victory! 

But the next day or the day after that, they come back with an improvement on your 

improvement. So you put your nose to the grindstone to come up with a new and improved 

improvement. And they follow up with something just slightly better than yours. Hear that 

clattering sound? They’re on the same kind of hamster wheel you are, and it’s a race nobody 

wins. 

 The problem with the hamster-wheel approach is it’s based on becoming better than the 

competition. But you don’t want to be better, because better can always be bettered, ad infinitum. 

The only way to climb off of the wheel is by becoming uncopyable, demonstrably, clearly, 

undoubtedly, measurably, meaningfully uncopyable. You just haven’t figured out how that 

works yet.  



©2018 Steve Miller • All Rights Reserved • theadventure.com 

But many companies have figured it out. Interestingly, none of them achieved their 

dominant positions in highly competitive marketplaces through unique, demonstrably superior 

products, but I’m betting you’ve heard of them.  

Disneyland and Disney World are uncopyable. Disney’s theme parks are extremely well-

designed amusement parks. There are plenty of other well-designed amusement parks around the 

world. But Disney doesn’t really sell amusement parks. It sells theme parks wrapped in amazing, 

once-in-a-lifetime experiences.  

Harley-Davidson is uncopyable. Harley-Davidson sells motorcycles. Its bikes aren’t 

necessarily unique or superior to those of its competitors. But, of course, Harley-Davidson 

doesn’t actually sell motorcycles. It sells membership to an exclusive, tightly knit community—

almost a tribal experience.  

The American Girl store is uncopyable. And the American Girl store sells dolls. I’m 

pretty sure you can find other dolls (Hello, Barbie). But the American Girl store doesn’t truly sell 

dolls. It sells girl power: increased self-esteem, believe-in-yourself, and, sometimes, historically 

based educational experiences girls want to share with their friends. 

Have these giants achieved their positions with lower prices? That would be a big “Duh, 

no.” A day pass for Disney World is over $100. An American Girl doll starts at around $150 

(hey, it comes with a paperback!) and the entry-level Harley will set you back about $7K, twice  

if you want a real “hog.” So why do people line up, waving fistfuls of money every time a new 

ride or model or character doll is introduced?   

Each of these companies occupies a unique position in its marketplace, one for which 

their competitors would gladly sell their first-born male sons. And each has carefully managed to 

develop an almost unbreakable relationship with their most highly qualified targets. 
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And they’ve all done all this in highly competitive markets. 

But these are huge, well-known brands, you might be thinking. I don’t have the deep 

pockets and resources they have to separate our company from the competition! 

Well, have you heard of these companies? 

• Stor-Loc 

• Incisive Computing 

• Sunriver Brewing Company 

• Strictly Bicycles 

• Cafe Sintra 

 

No? These are all small businesses, maybe smaller than yours, which have all achieved a 

highly unique and desirable competitive position in their respective industries. In one manner or 

other, they’re all uncopyable. 

Take Fabletics: cofounded by actress Kate Hudson, Fabletics has exploded on the $44-

billion, active-wear scene, reaching $200 million in just two and a half years. How? Having star 

credibility is all well and good, but it’s the business model Fabletics has built that really makes 

the difference. By constantly updating its colors, textures, and prints, Fabletics creates whole, 

themed, fitness wardrobes. It’s fast fashion from design to delivery in eight weeks.  

But where the company really breaks the mold is in how it sells. Instead of the typical online 

retail store that simply offers a line of merchandise, Fabletics sells a monthly subscription. 

Paying subscribers get discounts. New collections are released the first of every month, but with 

plenty of incentives offered between cycles to lure shoppers. But if you stop your subscription, 

you won’t be the first to see the latest fashions. You’re out of the loop. Fabletics doesn’t just sell 
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clothing. It sells membership to the young, fit fashion lifestyle; the opportunity to have a new, 

up-to-the-minute look, style, and positive self-expression experience every month. 

The Three Traditional Components of Competition 

For years, business advisors, college professors, and authors have taught us there are three basic 

components of competitive difference: 

You could have a better product. 

You could have a better price. 

You could have better service. 

We could create a competitive strategy based on only two of those components, we were 

told, but it wasn’t possible to have all three. Great product plus low price? Super, but you 

couldn’t afford to deliver awesome service too. Great product plus awesome service? Fantastic, 

but you needed to charge a high price to achieve those. What about low price and awesome 

service? It was rare but possible. Unfortunately, you’d have to sacrifice great product, maybe via 

lower-quality manufacturing or by using poorer quality materials, in order to maintain awesome 

service. But no matter how you sliced it, two out of three was the best you could hope for.  

Do you believe that formula still holds true? 

Of course you don’t! Technology’s advances and, in particular, the Internet and 

computing power have effectively erased any chance of creating and producing a unique product. 

Your products or services are very similar to what your competitors offer and it’s getting harder 

and harder to differentiate.  

A 2014 study, “Escaping the Commodity Trap,” by Roland Berger and the International 

Controller Association (ICV) shows standardized products are impacting prices and margins, 

thus threatening companies in all industries. 
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The study states: 

Almost all industries today are struggling with the increasing commoditization of their 

products and services. This is putting considerable pressure on prices and margins and 

leads to fiercer competition. And not only the mass market is being affected: even more 

complex and innovative products are subject to increasingly technical and qualitative 

standardization. The upshot is that new market players are getting more and more 

competitive while established providers are successively becoming interchangeable. The 

study shows 63% of the companies surveyed are already facing the commoditization of 

their products and services, yet 54% have yet to take sufficient action to escape. At many 

companies, there is a significant gap between recognizing the commodity trap and 

reacting accordingly.1   

 

Maybe you think you are different from your competition. You just can’t understand why 

your customers and prospects don’t see it as clearly as you do, because it seems you’re always 

forced to compete on price, which really hurts your profits because you can’t get the margins 

you’d like to have.  

Okay, I’ll play. Answer this question for me: Why do your customers do business with 

you? You know what? I already know your answer. Your customers do business with you 

because you have the best people who deliver the best customer service in your marketplace! I 

know that’s what you’re thinking because that’s what you’re saying on your websites, in your 

                                                
1 Roland Berger Strategy Consultants, “The Commodity Trap,” April 2014, 
https://www.rolandberger.com/en/press/Press-Release-Details_5589.html. 
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brochures, and in your videos. And that’s not good enough, because your competition is saying 

the exact same thing. 

The problem with the phrase customer service is it’s just a buzzy catchphrase that sounds 

very professional yet has no definitive meaning. It’s a vague generality. Your definition of 

customer service might be (and probably is) completely different from what your customers 

think it is. 

Yet, you say you deliver great customer service. Every single one of your competitors 

also claims to deliver great customer service. The guy mowing your yard says he delivers great 

customer service. Even United Airlines and Comcast say they deliver great customer service! 

Think about it. What exactly do you mean when you say you deliver great customer 

service? Do you mean you deliver your products on time? Fantastic, but isn’t that what you’re 

supposed to do? If you promise to deliver on a certain date and you do it, what makes it so great?  

Do you make ordering your product easy? Do you answer the phone quickly? Do you promptly 

resolve a problem or issue when one comes up? Aren’t we supposed to do all that? Shouldn’t 

these things be the expected level of service? When and how did they become competitive 

advantages?  

I was recently preparing for a keynote speech at a large automotive aftermarket 

distributor meeting in Dallas. I took the opportunity to visit with a couple of distributors near me 

in Seattle. In one conversation, the owner was talking about how he wanted his distributorship to 

be known for its world-class customer service. He cited an example of his wife calling their bank 

with a question: “A human being answered the phone! My wife was amazed. That’s what we’re 

going to do! We’re going to answer the phone!”  
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 While I understood his enthusiasm for this groundbreaking idea, I couldn’t help but think 

back to when everybody answered the phone. We had to! There was no other option. Now, as 

technology develops new and “better” ways for us to communicate (or to not communicate), this 

method of communicating with customers has magically gone from yesterday’s technology to 

the new competitive advantage. Amazing.  

Of course, it’s just a matter of time before his competitors copy that too. He and they are 

trapped on the hamster wheel. How did he get stuck there and how can he (and you) get off it? 

The Three Traps 

Trap #1: Commoditization 

When we talk about commoditization, we’re usually talking about the deliverable: the product or 

service we provide. Most of us stubbornly believe that, somehow, the product we bring to the 

table is unique but, of course, that’s almost never true. All moms and dads think their kid is 

special. Too many fathers even see their son or daughter as the next Tiger Woods, Serena 

Williams, or LeBron James. No, they aren’t. As a businessperson, your deliverable is your kid, 

and chances are your view of your product’s uniqueness is as skewed as Dad’s. This view—that 

your deliverable is more unique than it is, or it will stay that way—is one of the three elements 

that can push you into what I call the commodity trap. For this fact, blame technology.  

 

I’ve read we’ve seen more advancement in our knowledge and technology in the last twenty 

years than in all mankind’s history to that date. My incredibly beautiful/smart/witty twenty-four-

year-old daughter, Kelly, never experienced 

• black Ma Bell hard-wired telephones attached to the wall; 

• cars without seat belts or air conditioners; 
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• three-on-the-tree; 

• handwritten letters as the norm, not the exception; 

• nightly news from Walter Cronkite or Huntley and Brinkley; and 

• no remote (although my dad always said he had a remote: “Steve, get your butt off the 

couch and change that channel. It’s time for Candid Camera!”). 

Technology’s relentless forward march has come with a cost, especially for you, the small 

businessperson. It used to be a business could develop a new or a vastly improved product and 

enjoy a competitive advantage for many months, sometimes even years. It wasn’t just that 

patents protected new products. It was because it was just so darn hard to copy them! Today, it’s 

so easy to copy a new and/or improved product that it’s difficult, if not impossible, to create and 

maintain uncopyable products.    

I played a peripheral role in the launch of the Swiffer Wet Jet mop back in 2001. It was 

supposed to be a game changer in the household-cleaning category. And it was—for a few 

weeks. Competitors quickly came out with their own versions of the Swiffer Wet Jet and, in 

short order, it was no longer unique. If it hadn’t been for the marketing intelligence and muscle 

Proctor & Gamble had, who knows whether it would still be around? How many other new and 

briefly unique products have been introduced since then, only to be quickly copied? I frequently 

hear an audience member or consulting client lament, “We created this really great new product, 

and the damn competition stole it!” But they’re missing the bigger point: the very idea of 

developing a new and unique product today, producing it, and having a long-term advantage is 

laughable.  

That’s the new reality, gang. In today’s world, if something can be copied, it will be 

copied. 



©2018 Steve Miller • All Rights Reserved • theadventure.com 

You don’t want that. You don’t want to be copyable. You want to escape the bonds of 

commoditization. And that requires a new approach, a new way of thinking about competition 

and your relationship with your customers. 

 

Trap #2: Competitive Strategy 

Take a look at industries such as hotels, automobiles, airlines, and even fast food restaurants. 

Narrow your focus down to the top players in each of those industries. Usually, there are around 

six. 

Now, study their strategies. What do you see? Odds are you see a common strategy, a 

strategic orthodoxy, if you will. The leaders tend to look alike and act alike. Which hotel chain 

first offered a coffee maker its rooms? Odds are you don’t know (I think it was Holiday Inn, but I 

can’t prove it). 

And how many hotel rooms have coffee makers today? All of them! 

What about the more recent “benefit” of curved shower rods in the bathrooms? Who 

started that? In fact, it was the Westin Hotel chain, thanks to the then Westin SVP Sue Brush, 

who was sent a catalogue photo of the rod by an employee, which she sent on to Westin’s CEO 

Barry Sternlicht.2 Today most hotels rooms offer curved shower rods.  

Why does this happen? It’s because all the hotels chains watch each other closely. In fact, 

I would venture to say all the hotel chains spend most of their marketing and brainstorming time 

studying the competition. “Hey, Westin just introduced a thing called the heavenly bed. We can 

do that and even better than them! We’ll offer a Sleep Number bed!”  

                                                
2 Marketing Immortals, “Sue Brush,” http://marketingimmortals.com/categories/corporate-
client/sue-brush/. 
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Admit it or not, your industry, whether it’s B2B (business to business) or B2C (business 

to consumer), is like that, too. 

Over the last thirty years, I’ve spoken at, and consulted for, organizations in 126 different 

industries. The variety amazes me—manufacturing, construction, food, portable storage, website 

design, oil and gas, candy, health care, soft drink, coffee, fitness, toys, automotive aftermarket—

the list is long. While most of my work is in the B2B world, I’ve noticed there are some common 

practices among all industries, regardless of whether they’re B2B or B2C.  

As I already pointed out, every industry practices a common strategic orthodoxy. It 

doesn’t come by accident. It comes by heuristics. If you work in the manufacturing industry, for 

example, you live in a manufacturing-centric community. Many, if not most, of your friends are 

also in manufacturing. You spend most of your time thinking about manufacturing. You 

probably attend manufacturing trade shows such as the International Manufacturing Technology 

Show, East-Tec, and, maybe, Hannover Messe. You read manufacturing trade magazines such as 

Machine Shop. Mostly, you spend your workdays surrounded by coworkers who think, eat, 

drink, and sleep manufacturing. You all talk about the product or service you provide the 

industry. You talk about suppliers, customers, and competition. 

It’s your world. 

In the same way you’re focused on manufacturing, others live in the candy world. They 

have friends and acquaintances in the candy industry. They attend the Sweets & Snacks Expo 

and read Candy Industry magazine. They talk about suppliers, customers, and competitors, all 

with similar behavior. But your worlds don’t cross over much, if at all. You don’t attend the 

Sweets & Snacks Expo and they don’t attend the International Manufacturing Technology Show. 

This is also true for the countless other “worlds” in which people live and work. So when you or 
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your company wants to innovate, where do you get new ideas? Not from the candy industry, 

that’s for sure. You look within your world. It’s only natural because that’s the heuristic we’ve 

developed. 

And that’s a mistake. 

To be sure, you need to keep an eye on the competition. If someone else does add an 

improvement such as a curved shower rod, you need to bring your game up a notch too, even if it 

just means copying. After all, your target market will always base its minimum level of 

expectation on the best thing being offered in your industry. You might even be able to improve 

on that new feature your competition introduced, more of the same but better, as my friend Art 

Turock says.  

However, “better” is temporary. Within a given industry, competitors are like a circular 

parade of processionary caterpillars, with the head of one caterpillar following the butt of the 

caterpillar directly in front. They’re all following the caterpillar ahead of them for new ideas. As 

I said, if it can be copied, everybody will copy it. As a result, competition doesn’t breed 

innovation. Competition breeds conformity. 

 The bad news is this behavior is common practice. The good news is it’s actually pretty 

easy to step out of the parade. 

Competitive strategy can be used to create meaningful difference between you and your 

competition, but not if you just watch them for “new” ideas. Developing an uncopyable 

advantage requires creating a strategy with new, contrarian eyes—looking at your industry, your 

competitors, and especially your customers, through a different filter. 

Trap #3: Price Pressure 
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When people consider a purchase, whether of a product or a service, they weigh their perception 

of the different values offered to them by potential suppliers. We all instinctively know value is 

something more than price, but often, as suppliers, we have difficulty explaining why our value 

is better than their price. 

And that’s a bad thing. 

When prospective customers cannot differentiate between two products on the basis of 

performance and quality, they look at the producing companies’ quality of service. If they can’t 

tell the difference between the companies’ levels of service, they have only one point of 

differentiation left: price. We don’t want that to happen. We don’t want to compete on price, 

because that’s a losing battle.  

 So how do you achieve uncopyable superiority? What’s the secret code so many 

companies struggle to break? 

In a word, attachment: your customer’s attachment to you. 

For many years, business experts, authors, and speakers have sold us on the importance of 

creating passionately loyal customers. We’re told we’ve got to inspire evangelists and promoters 

who will proudly carry our Kool-Aid out into the world.  

But there’s something fundamentally wrong with that perspective: it’s our perspective. 

We, the supplier, look at this situation through our eyes. We want loyalty. We want evangelists. 

We want promoters. It’s all well and good for us to want these things, but to make them our goal 

is putting the cart before the horse. Loyalty doesn’t spring out of nowhere. Something important 

has to happen before it’s inspired. People don’t, initially, buy products or services with the 

intention of developing a relationship with the producer, certainly not with the idea of becoming 

evangelists for the producer!  
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Our customers must first become attached to us, professionally and personally attached. 

That’s a tall order, but attachment is the key to everything that follows: the loyalty, the 

evangelism, and the promotion of what you sell by those to whom you sell it. When you create 

attachment, you not only best your competition but also leave them scratching their heads and 

eating your dust. 

 This book will teach you how to grab and hold the unfair advantage, how to become 

uncopyable.  
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Section One 

The Uncopyable Foundation
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Chapter One: The Uncopyable System (What You Will Learn in 

This Book) 

  

The Pulitzer-prize winning musical Hamilton is a Broadway phenomenon, a true force of nature 

achieving an uncopyable attachment with its fans. Nominated for a record-setting sixteen Tony 

awards, it won eleven, along with the 2016 Grammy for best Musical Theater Album. As of this 

writing, the Broadway show is sold out for the next twenty-three months, but for only twenty-

three months because tickets for performances beyond that date haven’t been released yet! Its life 

in New York City and around the world is virtually guaranteed for years to come.  

It’s true many other plays and musicals have developed raving fans. The Phantom of the 

Opera, Chicago, and The Lion King are the three longest-running Broadway shows of all time. I 

was a huge fan of the fourth longest-running show, Cats, seeing it the first time shortly after it 

opened in New York City, and three more times including the London production with my 

smoking-hot wife, Kay. I loved that show! It sold out performances for a long time. 

There have been other shows achieving that status of hottest ticket in town, but not a lot. 

The Book of Mormon became an impossible ticket to get for quite a while after its 2011 debut. 

Since the 1918 comedy Lightnin’ first broke the barrier of one thousand performances, only 114 

shows have achieved that number.3 Hamilton is today’s hot ticket. But it’s also much more.  

In the June 2016 edition of Fast Company magazine, Rachel Syme put it best when she 

wrote: 

                                                
3 “List of the longest-running Broadway shows,” Wikipedia, accessed November 2, 2016, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_the_longest-running_Broadway_shows. 
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Hamilton, which opened in the Richard Rogers Theatre in August 2015, after an off-

Broadway run, isn’t just a hit musical. It’s one of those rare cultural phenomena that 

reaches beyond its genre and infiltrates the broader conversation. Fourth graders love the 

show as much as 80-year-olds. Hip-hop fans and history buffs alike are giddy over its 

inspirational, intricately rhymed retelling of the founding fathers’ complicated 

relationships with Aaron Burr, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and more.4 

   

Lin-Manuel Miranda, creator, composer, lyricist, and original star of Hamilton has 

developed a fan base and relationship with those hundreds of thousands of fans who haven’t seen 

and may never see the show. Beyond the obvious cast album and obligatory social media 

participation, Miranda has engaged fans through other nontraditional means. From the beginning, 

in previews, Miranda established a daily lottery of two dozen, $10, front row seats, which 

continues today. Fans line up early every day in hopes of grabbing one of the hallowed golden 

tickets. It has become known as Ham4Ham. As Hamilton grew in prominence, crowds became 

huge. Knowing most of those fans wouldn’t get a ticket, Miranda and other cast members 

launched a series of impromptu short performances and videos as a thank-you and to keep the 

crowds calm on sweltering days. These performances took on a life of their own. They are 

broadcast on YouTube and include guest performers from other Broadway shows. 

In 2015 Miranda was approached by the Gilder Lehrman Institute for American History 

about creating a new curriculum initiative. Backed by a $1.46 million grant from the Rockefeller 

Foundation, twenty thousand eleventh-grade students in New York City Title I schools will each 

                                                
4 Rachel Syme, “How ‘Hamilton’ Creator Lin-Manuel Miranda Is Building A Brand For The 
Ages,” Fast Company, May 16, 2016, https://www.fastcompany.com/3058967/most-creative-
people/how-hamilton-creator-lin-manuel-miranda-is-building-a-brand-for-the-age. 
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pay just a “Hamilton” ($10) to see the performance and then integrate Alexander Hamilton into 

classroom studies. 

Dissecting a tour de force such as Hamilton helps us understand how it achieved current 

uncopyable status.  

 

The Uncopyable Mind-Set 

Shortly before the sports pop culture site Grantland shut down, Rempert Browne interviewed 

Miranda about his past and how he developed Hamilton. At one point Browne asks, “When it 

comes down to it, if you had to pinpoint one thing, is it making musicals? Is it telling stories? Is 

it filling in the gaps of American and New York history?” 

Miranda replies, “It’s interesting; I think of it as, What’s the thing that’s not in the world 

that should be in the world?” 

That’s an uncopyable mindset: looking at something everybody else sees but seeing 

something different. 

Oftentimes, in my own interviews, I’ll be asked to synopsize all this into a sound bite. 

My reply is “Look at what everybody else is doing and don’t do it.” 

Simple advice, but not easy to do. We all have our heuristics, outside influences, 

perceptions, and opinions about things. They’re drilled into us. But if we truly want to clearly 

separate ourselves from the crowd, this is exactly what we must do. 

And being uncopyable is a moving target. Will Hamilton be considered uncopyable in ten 

years? Probably not, but that’ll likely be a result of Miranda writing the new rules of competition 

for the next generation.  
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Tiger Woods did the same thing. When he burst onto the professional golf scene in 1996, 

he was expected to do very well. But nobody expected him to be, literally, unbeatable. Woods 

took golf to a level nobody had seen before. He was the best at almost every aspect of the game. 

Many golf historians feel Tiger’s mental toughness was far beyond that of previous champions, 

but the genuinely new dynamic Woods brought to the game in which golfers had previously been 

seen as “not really athletes” was his physical conditioning. Outside a small handful of fitness 

proponents, most notably Gary Player, golfers weren’t known for running ten miles and lifting 

weights. 

Tiger’s physical prowess was incredible to watch and intimidating to play against. He hit 

the ball farther and straighter than anybody on tour. For years when Tiger teed off in a 

tournament, everybody else pretty much played for second. Twenty years later, the newest 

generation of golfers has grown up under Tiger’s new rules. They are athletes in the complete 

sense of the word. And nowadays they hit it farther and straighter than Tiger ever did. 

Achieving uncopyable status requires a consciously developed practice of observation 

and curiosity, and an almost contrarian perspective. Instead of following the leaders in your 

market, break away from them by creating new rules of competition they can’t or won’t play 

under—as Hamilton does.  

And don’t fall into the trap of thinking you can just ask your customers what they want 

that’s different. I guarantee Lin-Manuel Miranda didn’t do that. Your customers don’t know 

what they want. They know they want something better—but not different.  

Nobody asked for an eight-track tape player. 

Nobody asked for a cell phone, let alone a smart phone. 

Nobody asked for the Internet. 
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Nobody asked for social media. 

Nobody asked for Amazon.com. 

My all-time favorite quote about this came from Henry Ford: “If I’d asked people what 

they wanted, they would have said faster horses.” 

 

Understanding the True Marketing Process 

Do you realize you’re probably approaching marketing backward? True dat, as my friend Kelly 

would say. 

Too many small businesses see marketing as something else they need to do after they’ve 

done the important stuff. And many also see marketing as a necessary evil but not really the 

business they’re in. As a result, what often happens is they ride a revenue roller coaster. It goes 

something like this: 

1. When your company first started, you and your team (if you have a team) knocked on 

doors, made cold calls, and maybe even grabbed a directory of company names and 

starting dialing for dollars. (On my first sales job, our sales manager threw the Yellow 

Pages at me and said, “There’s your list!”) 

2. After a lot of these calls, you generate some sales. Everybody’s happy! But then you have 

to fulfill the orders, so you and your team switch your efforts to production and delivery. 

3. While you’re focusing on fulfillment, there are no outbound sales or marketing efforts. 

Because there aren’t, sales dry up, eventually. And with no orders to fulfill, you and your 

team, once more, have to knock on doors, make cold calls, and, maybe, grab that 

directory again. 
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4. This scenario repeats itself over and over. When you’re filling orders, sales are being 

ignored. When you have no orders to fill, you push sales. It’s feast or famine.  

You’re on the business roller coaster and you’d really like to get off, but you don’t know 

how. 

5. One day a media salesperson cold calls on you and makes a pitch: “I can expose your 

brand to 25,000 names every week and it’ll only cost you 2 1/2¢ each! If you make only 

one sale, it’ll pay for the whole thing!” You get sucked in to the funny numbers, thinking, 

Hey I can work on my business and this will take care of the marketing for me! 

Yeah, right. 

6. It doesn’t work. Of course, it doesn’t work! So you go back onto the roller coaster, $625 

poorer. Do you learn your lesson? Unfortunately, most don’t. In fact, many people think, 

Well, that marketing tool doesn’t work! You get back on the roller coaster, and time 

passes until yet another media salesperson drops in, and the scenario plays out all over 

again. 

 

Why does this happen to so many small businesses? There are two simple reasons. First, 

you are not in the business you think you’re in. Do you manufacture widgets? I don’t care 

whether they’re small, inexpensive widgets or big, huge, expensive widgets. You are not in the 

business of making widgets. You are in the business of selling and marketing widgets. The 

widget is incidental. It’s merely the deliverable for what you’re selling. Do you manufacture golf 

clubs? That’s cool, but if you don’t sell them, you’re just going to end up with a big pile of steel. 

Do you build towering high-rise condominiums? Sweet! But if nobody occupies those skyscraper 

views, then you’re selling to Trump—for cheap. 
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This is one of the most difficult lessons for small business owners. You love what you 

do! Maybe, you grew up loving to fish. You spent years on the river or boat and are happiest 

when you’re fishing. 

One day you come up with a lure that large-mouth bass just can’t resist. Other fishermen 

notice you hit your limit every day and they ask for the secret. You tell them about your lure and, 

of course, they want you to make one for them. You start hand-making your special lure. A 

bunch of people buy it and someone suggests you should start a business. That’s the ticket! You 

can make a living in the sport you love! You start a business and next thing you know is you’ve 

got a production line, inventory, rent, and, maybe, even an employee or two. 

Let’s keep this short because we know what happens. You think you’re in the business of 

making lures. People will, naturally, be attracted to them and purchase them. Easy peasy!  

But that’s not what happens, is it? It’s not so easy peasy, is it? And the reason is you never 

thought you’d actually have to get out and sell those little buggers. Whether you like it or not, 

you are now in the business of selling and marketing large-mouth bass lures.  

The second reason for the marketing roller coaster is small business owners think they 

can hire an outside resource to do the sales and marketing. Sometimes, they hire an agency. 

Sometimes, it’s a freelancer. Sometimes, it’s a sales representative. Sometimes, it’s a full-time 

person.  

It sort of makes sense to get help when you finally understand you need it. But this course 

actually misses a critical first step: You (the business owner) are first and foremost the number-

one salesperson for your company, and if you can’t sell your product, nobody else can, either. 

History is filled with extraordinary corporate success stories, most of which are about 

founders and CEOs who embraced the role of being their company’s top salesperson.  
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At the age of sixty-five and often sleeping in the back of his car, Colonel Harlan Sanders 

visited restaurants, offered to cook his chicken, and, if workers liked it, he’d negotiate franchise 

rights to his Kentucky Fried Chicken recipe then and there.  

Ely Callaway Jr. bought the golf equipment manufacturer Hickory Sticks for $400,000. 

In 1983 he became president and moved the company to Carlsbad, California, where he sold 

clubs out of his Cadillac, renaming the company, Callaway, Inc. 

The first sales of Phil Knight, Nike’s cofounder, were conducted out of a now-legendary, 

green, Plymouth Valiant automobile at track meets across the Pacific Northwest. 

Major CEOs throughout history, such as Mary Kay Ash, John Patterson of NCR, Larry 

Ellison of Oracle, and Napolean Barragan of 1-800-Mattress, understood the importance of sales 

and marketing as the primary function of their businesses.5 That’s your job too. 

 

THE FOUNDATION BLOCKS OF UNCOPYABLE 
 

Once business owners understand their number-one role and the true function of their company, 

they need to understand the correct steps for achieving the highest success, and those steps must 

be in the right order. The media you use—direct mail, your website, trade advertising, Val-Pak, 

social media, or any of the other myriad of tools available—is not where you start a marketing 

strategy. 

 

The Marketing Diamond 

                                                
5 “Ten Greatest Salespeople of All Time,” Inc., March 28, 2011, http://www.inc.com/ss/10-
greatest-salespeople-of-all-time. 
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You start with your market. Who are the prospective customers in your target market? What can 

you tell me about them? There are two important parts to knowing your market: demographic 

and psychographic. 

Demographic is usually easy for us. What industry are these customers in? Where are 

they located? How big is their company? How many sales? How many employees? Most of us 

know the answers to questions such as these, which is great because they give us the profile of 

our target, identifying our prospects. 

The second part, the message, isn’t always so easy, because we have to sort of climb 

inside the mind of our prospects.  

What problems, challenges, obstacles, or hurdles do our target prospects face every day? 

What keeps them awake at night? 

What aspirations and opportunities do they have? 

What have your target prospects tried to either fix pain or achieve gain that hasn’t 

worked? 

After you’ve painted a clear picture of your target market prospects, what message can 

you craft that gets their attention? The more you can show how working with you will fix pain or 

achieve gain, the better chance you’ll have. The best way to do this is to join the conversation 

already going on in the prospect’s mind. A simple example is in the weight-loss industry. It’s not 

so much that people want to lose weight but, rather, what losing that weight will achieve for 

them: turn heads on the beach, be the slimmest woman at the class reunion, get the body back 

after having a baby. 

The better job you do of matching the message to your market, the more success you’ll 

have. 
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The third part is the media you use to send your message to your market. There are, 

literally, hundreds, maybe thousands, of different types of media you can choose to use, but there 

is no one perfect medium that works for everybody. Yes, social media works for some 

businesses—but not all businesses. TV still works for some, no matter what you’ve heard. Heck, 

even billboards work for some businesses! 

The key to finding the right media is simple: Does your target market already pay 

attention to it? That’s it. Nothing more. I don’t care if there are more people on Pinterest than 

live in Japan. If my market isn’t on Pinterest, it’s useless to me. 

On the flip side, if I build five-axis, horizontal, milling machines and I find out my 

market reads Today’s Cat, you can take it to the bank I’m advertising in Today’s Cat. 

The big question mark, of course, is moment. When will a lead make a decision to buy? 

Sometimes, we might be able to influence and speed up the decision-making process, but most of 

time, we can’t.  

Here’s the big question: When a lightning bolt comes out of the sky, striking our leads in 

the head and they realize they need that solution right now, do they think of us first? Do they 

think of us second? Do they think of us at all? Our goal is, in fact, to be the only solution they 

think of.  

If we correctly follow the market-message-media-moment plan and add the uncopyable 

strategies outlined in the chapters ahead, we can influence the decision when the moment is right.  

 

Your Branding Strategy 

Have you ever heard about the guy in Anchorage who took a set of tires to Nordstrom and asked 

for his money back? The salesman contacted the manager, and after some discussion, they 
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determined this guy was a very good customer. So they refunded his money even though 

Nordstrom doesn’t sell tires! Clearly, this is an amazing story that reinforces the Nordstrom 

policy of customer service and unquestioning refunds. 

There’s only one problem: there’s no proof it’s true.  

It’s part of the Nordstrom myth. I’ve heard many different versions of the story, usually 

from a professional speaker using it as an incredible customer service example of just how far 

excellent companies such as Nordstrom will go to take proper care of their customers: “If 

Nordstrom can take back tires, shouldn’t you rise to that level too?” 

In a meeting, about twenty years ago, I had the chance to ask Jim Nordstrom about the 

tire story. He smiled and said, “I don’t know. I wasn’t there,” an excellent nonanswer. 

But the story persists. I heard it recently during a session led by a member of the International 

Speakers Hall of Fame. 

That’s the thing about myths. Many are rooted in some truth, expanding as the story is 

handed from one person to the next. The fact that, ultimately, a myth may sound too fantastic yet 

still be uniformly accepted only happens when other stories about the “hero” are provably true 

and somewhat consistent. The tire story speaks to an ideal of superior, even unbelievably high, 

customer service. And there are many stories of Nordstrom delivering just that. My own family 

has had several such experiences. 

For example, Kay was shopping for Kelly’s school clothes, several years ago. She found 

an outfit she liked at Nordstrom. Unfortunately, the one that fit Kelly was missing the belt. The 

salesperson assured Kay she would find the right-sized belt and contact her. The next day, Kay 

received a phone call from the salesperson. “Hi, Kay! It’s my day off, but I was thinking about 
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that belt. I stopped in a nearby Macy’s and they have the exact same outfit. They are holding the 

belt for you and you can pick it up anytime.” 

That’s an amazing customer service story. 

Stories like that help us believe that the tire story might be true: “Hey, if this can happen, 

I guess that can happen too!”  

The other thing about myths is how much people like to share them with friends and 

peers. I can safely say that when I do share Kay’s belt story, whether in a speech or just in 

conversation, others, inevitably, want to share their own amazing Nordstrom customer-service 

story. And so the myth spreads. 

Smart companies understand the power of myth. Oh, they might use another word for it, 

such as brand, but when managed correctly, it’s still the same. You see, the essence of your 

brand is the big, specific promise you make to your customers. What promise can you make that 

resonates with your target audience? Nordstrom doesn’t explicitly declare it offers world-class 

customer service in its advertising, but we all have come to expect it. Why? Because the 

company implicitly shows us through great stories such as my wife’s, and mythical stories such 

as the returned tires. And not only do those smart companies develop strong myth/brands, but 

they help spread them too. Yes, even Nordstrom does that. 

That’s the thing about your myth/brand. You must manage it. You must carry it around 

with you at all times. You cannot for one second to allow somebody else to take control of your 

story. 

You must also look for available tools to anchor your branding myth in the mind of your 

target market, and trigger the memory even later.  
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Great brands almost always have great myths attached, whether they’re in the B2C 

market or B2B. 

Your Innovation Strategy 

The first McDonald’s drive-through was created in 1975, near an Arizona military base, to serve 

soldiers who weren’t permitted to get out of their cars while wearing fatigues. The manager of 

the Fort Huachuca McDonald’s was befuddled by the loss of potential business, so he looked for 

an answer. While sitting at his bank’s drive-through window, the solution hit him. If money 

could be passed through a window, so could food! The first fast-food, drive-through window was 

created. Nowadays, between 50 and 70 percent of all sales are through the drive-through.6  

This is an example of what I call Stealing Genius™. 

As I pointed out earlier, too many industries are guilty of practicing a strategic orthodoxy. 

Everybody looks alike and everybody acts alike. And the main reason for this is people tend to 

look at each other for new ideas. As a result, most competition doesn’t create innovation. It 

creates conformity.  

And you don’t want that, do you? 

But innovation is hard. How often have you pulled your team together for a 

“brainstorming” session? You ask everybody to bring their best new ideas for whatever 

challenge you might have. Let’s say you want to develop a new marketing campaign. So you get 

the flipchart out and open it up for suggestions. 

Silence. 

                                                
6 “Fast Food Statistics Concerning Drive Thrus in the Recent Years,” November 17, 2013, 

http://www.fastfoodmenuprices.com/fast-food-statistics-concerning-drive-thrus-recent-years/. 
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Until someone pipes up and says, “Well, I saw Huge & Hated Corporation do this 

promotion giving away baby ducks at a trade show in Detroit. I don’t know if they made any 

sales, but they gave away a lot of baby ducks! Maybe we can do something like that.” 

And everybody chimes in, “That’s a great idea! We can do it even better than Huge & Hated, 

Inc. did! We’ll give everybody two ducks!” 

No, no, no, no, no, no, no. 

As a kid, I had the opportunity to spend a little time with W. Edwards Deming, one of 

history’s leading management consultants. Wikipedia states: 

Many in Japan credit Deming as the inspiration for what has become known as the 

Japanese post-war economic miracle of 1950 to 1960, when Japan rose from the ashes of 

war to start Japan on the road to becoming the second largest economy in the world 

through processes founded on the ideas Deming taught.7 

 

One of the foundation blocks of Deming’s approach to total quality management was 

benchmarking. The definition I was taught was “to observe correct behavior and implement 

within your own context.” Deming shared that companies often made a big mistake with 

benchmarking. Observing correct behavior within your industry only gives you a comparison of 

how you’re doing. If you truly want to innovate you must put yourself outside your comfort 

zone, exposing yourself to alien experiences (my words). Observing correct behavior among 

aliens can often stimulate completely new ways of looking at something common in your world. 

                                                
7 “W. Edwards Deming,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._Edwards_Deming. 
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The Fort Huachuca McDonalds manager had most likely driven through his bank’s drive-through 

many times. But when he had a need for a new solution, he was smart enough to look elsewhere, 

not just at other restaurants. 

That’s Stealing Genius. 

Your Experience Strategy 

The commoditization of businesses today focuses on the three traditional components of 

competition:  

• product 

• price 

• customer service 

Technology has all but erased companies’ abilities to create a product that differentiates 

them from the competition. Price cutting has never been a long-term success strategy. Oh, many 

have tried and many have dominated for short periods of time, but nobody has sustained. Even 

vaunted Walmart (home of the “Every Day Low Prices!”) has been soundly usurped by Amazon. 

Eventually, someone will take down Amazon too. Jeff Bezos has already predicted it.8 Which 

leaves today’s company to fend for itself on customer service. Because it’s the last of the big 

three competition components to survive, it’s the one most businesses look to. 

Unfortunately, it hasn’t been that easy. After all, what defines good-to-great customer 

service? Plus, there’s a giant Achilles heel in providing great customer service: people. 

Businesses have to rely on people to deliver world-class customer service, and apparently, it’s 

just not that easy. At our local mall a Nordstrom and a Macy’s are located just a few hundred feet 

                                                
8 Charlie Rose, “Amazon’s Jeff Bezos Looks to the Future,” CBS News, December 1, 2013, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/amazons-jeff-bezos-looks-to-the-future/. 
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apart. From a customer service perspective, they might as well be on different planets. If you 

walk into Macy’s after passing through Nordstrom, you can actually feel the level of customer 

service drop. It’s as if the temperature fell twenty degrees.  

Certainly, you should work hard at educating your team to deliver the best customer 

service possible, but there is now a fourth component to add to the product/price/service list: 

your customer’s experience. 

Now granted, your customer’s experience is immensely impacted by the customer service 

delivered. But it can go far beyond. You can develop a customer experience that, literally, 

creates an uncopyable attachment for your customer.  

Just look at Hamilton. And Disney. And American Girl. And Harley-Davidson. All have 

created incredible experiences for their customers. And here’s what happens when you create 

incredible experiences for your customers: 

• a richly imprinted experience wants to be repeated 

• a richly imprinted experience wants to be remembered 

• a richly imprinted experience wants to be shared 

As you progress through the rest of this book, look for those new perspectives and ideas 

that whack you upside the head just lightly. It might be in your branding strategy. It might be in 

your innovation strategy. It might be in your experience strategy. Heck, it might be in more than 

one! 

Regardless, the point is you need to look for ways to get your customer attached to you, 

both professionally and personally. That’s how you separate yourself from the competition. 
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