Realtime marketing
Peter Fisk rethinks marketing - how to be engage people in more real and relevant ways
in an always-on, connected world of digital technologies - in an extract from his new
book “Gamechangers: Creating innovative strategies for business and brands.”

Rockstars know that there is a fine line between success and failure. There isn’t a set
formula to be cool, why one record will be a global mega-hit and another won’t feature,
or what it takes to be worshiped by millions of teenagers across the globe.
Sometimes things just work. They hit on a sweet spot, they find a vibe. They resonate.
I first explored resonance in a physics lab, when too electromagnetic waves get “in
synch” they start vibrating much more than normal – sonic boom, flash of light. The
analogy is not scientific, it is about finding that point where, despite crowds and noise,
brands and individuals are “in synch” … they resonate.
When I push my daughters on their swing, it seems hard work at first, but then the swing
builds momentum until it finds a “natural resonance”, a frequency at which the swing
moves further and easier than at any other.
Most brands find this hard to do, to find a natural resonance, to be in tune with their
customer’s worlds.
Too many brands are obsessed about themselves. They are driven by their own goals
and priorities, launching a campaign to sell everyone the product they want to sell at a
time when they want to. They target the TV shows we most love, interrupting them to sell
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us something which we are not in the mood for buying. They incentivise us with coupons
and loyalty points to buy more of what we don’t need.
Finding the right frequency of brand communication, proposition or narrative that
“resonates” with your audience therefore becomes essential.
Rapha is a brand that understands resonance. The premium cycling clothing company
shares a passion for the rituals of the Sunday morning cycle, as seen all across France for
centuries. The name comes the aperitif drink St Raphael, the equipment design echoes
the eccentricities of Tour de France heroes like Eddy Merck. Most of all are the bike
shops, where the lycra-clad enthusiasts can be found discussing aluminium frames and
road gradients. Rapha shops are primarily a meeting place, a coffee shop with the best
espresso around, building community and sharing ritual passions. Resonating.

It’s about my world, not yours
Finding resonance means starting from where the customer is. There are two times when
I love to listen to music – when I driving my car, or working out in the gym. In these
moments I love to turn on a great tune, turn up the volume and be immersed. If you want
to sell me a great track of music, or a better listening experience, these are the moments
when it is relevant. Car dealers or filling stations, fitness clubs and sports shops would be
the perfectly places to sell me music. Not in a music store, even an online one.
“In context” is about time and place, enabling through associations with the related
activities which the customer does.
For decades we have moaned about banks, stores and phone lines being open when we
are busy, and closed when we have time. Slowly, forced by a new breed of challengers
we can do ever more when and how we want – the 24/7 call centre of shopping mall.
Store formats have changed in shape and location. Mini supermarkets on street corners
or at rail stations offer premium convenience, compared to the drive out of town.
The mobile phone will eventually be more disruptive in marketing and retailing than the
web has ever been. Because of “solomo” … social, local and mobile … the ability to
engage the potential customer at the points of decision making, influenced by others like
them. As payments migrate from plastic to devices, offers will move from shelves to
screens, harnessing the mountains of “big data” to target and personalise each incentive.

Real-time: fast, relevant and topical
“Real-time” marketing is built around engaging customers in a way that is fast and
topical, relevant and personal.
Whilst the old communication was about long-planned ad campaigns, that pushed the
brand’s own messages at people, when, where and how it was convenient for the brand,
real-time marketing is the opposite.
Real-time works across media. Whilst tweets, webpages and emails can be sent in
minutes, it might equally be about news stories for TV and press, posters and videos,
even TV ads turned around in hours. It is also about being more real. Real people writing
real tweets and blogs that are more natural, location-based information and incentives to
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engage people in context. And images too. No more stock photos, grinning salesmen, or
photo-shopped portraits.
Real-time marketing requires marketing teams to act more like a newsroom, for example
creating a rea-time creative studio in the office. It is about working across all media, to
track what is happening in the world, and particularly the world of target customers, and
then to connect with it in relevant ways. This might be about monitoring industry news, or
twitter feeds, or major events.
The role of agencies changes too, more about providing a store of assets to be used as
required. It is about have prepared message frameworks, useful assets than can be used
as required, mental agility to think fast and creatively, and empowerment to make it
happen. It then needs fast and empowered decision processes, avoiding requirements to
check with bosses or legal departments, having established play-books of likely
situations and responses.
Symantec employees must ask themselves three questions before pushing “send” on
their realtime content:
•
•
•

Am I creating unneeded risk to the brand?
Could this impact the company or myself negatively?
Would I want my grandmother to read this?

On-demand: when, where and how I want it
Gamechangers market with focus and agility. Gone are the days of product push, of
interuptive communication. “Live” marketing connects with customers in their worlds.
They partner with others brands who are already in context. They use the tools that work
best in this situation, be it search optimisation, instore promos, or social media. They
develop propositions on topics, in language, in style that is fresh and relevant. They’re
on the customers’ side, working on their terms. They know customers don’t really trust
brands, they trust each other. So they know the best marketing is not done by them. It’s
word of mouth, customer to customer … and it’s free!
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4 dimensions of realtime marketing
As the nature of content moves from words to images, predictive and personal,
customers will resonate with marketing that goes to the next level. They will demand
Me: Specific, relevant, and personal … Harnessing data and context to create a
customised proposition and experience, that learns from previous interactions,
anticipates and responds to me as an individual. Walk into a Burberry store and I see
myself on simulated on-screen in the latest fashions, the Starbucks barista knows my
name, PizzaHut puts my photo on the box.
Now: Instant, anywhere, anytime … I expect a response in seconds, delivery within a
day, to be available whenever I want it. Why queue at a cash machine when I can transfer
money with a phone app in seconds? If Amazon can predict and ship my order before I
even order, why should I have to wait elsewhere? Not only my expectation, but my
tolerance levels are minuite.
Easy: Fast, convenient, intuitive … Why don’t you send me a text alert when a new
product comes out, rather than waiting for me to find it? 30 days to approve my
application, why don’t you trust me and check later? The product with the 30 pages user
guide, the insurance policy with the 50 self-serving clauses … Try opening a new Apple
product, just click and play.
More: Enabling me to achieve more with it … Don’t just sell me a product, or deliver
your service, connect it with whatever else I need to solve my problem, or do things I
couldn’t. Commonwealth Bank of Australia’s app enables you to photograph a house to
buy, and immediately find the details from the agent, and get pre-approval for a
mortgage from the bank.

Moments of truth: the four “resonance points”
In 2012, Google published a great little e-book that explored how digital customers
made decisions in what they call "The Zero Moment of Truth". This is the ultimate moment
peterfisk@peterfisk.com
theGeniusWorks.com

of decision, typically as the result of a Google search, when the customers goes one way
or another. When brand perceptions and loyalties are put to the test. This is partly true,
and an important moment, but in a multi-channel, multi-interaction experience, there are
other big moments too.
Moments of truth were first described by SAS Airline’s CEO Jan Carlson to mean the
points in a customer experience where people make choices about you – yes or no, love
or hate. So whether it is Google’s click path, or the physical experience, the challenge is
about finding the most important moments which can then be targeted and influenced.
The reality is that there are four significant “resonance points” that matter most:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Search: What do you find first, the context and clarity of engagement?
Choose: How you perceived it, and then purchase choice you make?
Use: What it’s like to use, having bought it how good is it?
Share: How you tell others about it, would you buy it again, and recommend it?

With increasing importance, these are the moments where marketing investments have
most return, and where revenues and costs can both be allocated. The 4th moment is
somebody else’s 1st moment, or if it works well, for more than just one more person.
The connections with customers become quite prolific – digital and physical, before and
beyond, direct and indirect. The marketing challenge is to make that complexity a
positive experience for customers, and best influence the moments of truth.
Every business is multi-channel, and every channel is interactive. Forget the old mental
model of parallel pipes pushing products in every direction. Instead it’s the way they
work together that makes the real difference – ordering online and collecting from the
store, buying from a third party retailer then getting direct support by phone, joining
them to co-create new products, or to just be part of the brand.

Creating content that is “liquid and linked”
For more than 100 years, Coca-Cola has been a leader in “storytelling.” From kids of
every background “teaching the world to sing”, to a cheery Santa Claus wishing us
“Happy Holidays”. Trouble is, it was one way, an advertisement.
But now Coke, led by SVP of Integrated Marketing Content, Jonathan Mildenhall, has
realised that 30 second TV slots just don’t work anymore. They don’t engage people.
They don’t interact with people. And they don’t move the story on. Instead they have
embraced content marketing as a much bigger discipline that advertising, or even
communication, and the means by which they will double consumption of Coke by 2020.
There are three pillars to Coke’s new approach:
“Liquid and linked” content – instead of a thousand stories, create by multiple
agencies in different formats, it is about giving content shape – being part of a bigger
idea, that morphs and moves forward, telling a story that keeps evolving. There’s a
balance to find between Liquid (provokes conversations) and Linked (relevant to the
brand), allowing and enabling the content to diffuse and evolve on its own. Whilst some
of this is empowering consumers to shape and extend the content, “viral” content only
works for consumers if it has an edge to it, provocative and interesting, and for the
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business if it is strong enough to connect back to the underlying themes, strategy and
goals.
The 70/20/10 content plan – 70% of the budget is spent on content that is expected,
uncontroversial and low risk. It is easy and takes relatively less time to create. However
20% goes on content that is more innovative, it dives deeper and takes on new paths, like
a special report or video, requiring more effort and risk, but typically resonates more
with the people that matter. Then there is 10% on high-risk content, new ideas that might
change the world – or the brand – or might fail. This is the stuff that moves the brand
forward, excites the people who create it, and becomes the 70% of the future.
Content excellence – This is about being the ruthless editor, ensuring the result is not
just confusion or noise, and that the content works across multiple channels, devices, and
creates a relevant joined up experience for every consumer.
Mildenhall, speaking at the Festival of Commercial Creativity, says that generating
Liquid and Linked content starts with the consumer – telling stories through their eyes,
about their lives, with them. These brand stories combine business purpose with
customer aspirations. They should possess the classic elements of storytelling:
compelling characters, plot, suspense and surprise, heroes and villains, beginnings and
endings. The story evolves with the audience, dynamic and collaborative, unpredictable
and interesting. Every day, the Coke team creatively explore where to go next. He
suggests spending 50% of time on the 70% “bread and butter” content, and the second
50% split between the more radical, and potentially higher reward, concepts.
Liquid and Linked has transformed Coke’s marketing. When seeking to engage
Australians to drink more Coke, the concept of local characters emerged – the first place
to put popular names on the bottles, but also to get the “Kylies and Shanes” becoming
real spokespeople for the brand too. During the 2012 Superbowl, Coke’s polar bears
took sides, reacting as the team’s did good or bad, and engaging the crowd in them as
much as the real game. Stuck in a traffic jam trying to cross the Bosphorus bridge in
Istanbul, a Coke van started giving away free drinks. And Coke machines set up in India
and Pakistan, with added webcam and screen, enabled people from the two countries to
wave at each other, even hold hands.

Turning ideas into memorable stories
We all love a great story. To share a laugh, shed a few tears, enjoy a chat over a cup of
coffee. Great brand stories, from Levi’s classic 501 jeans in the laundrette to Red Bull’s
adrenalin-pumping extreme events, resonate more deeply, and with more enduring
impact.
Pixar is perhaps the greatest storyteller of our age. Using lovable characters, classic
stories and incredible technology to create works of art. Nike has its own chief
storyteller, that keeps evolving the tale from Bill Bowerman and his waffles, Michael
Jordan and his hoops, to Mo Farah and his mobots, Google uses stories of future
possibilities to reframe its brand, far beyond a search engine, Puma borrows the
coolness of Jamaican sprinters to stand out as a brand of urban mobility, whilst HP
connects with entrepreneurs by reminding us how it all started in a garage.
For thousands of years stories have entertained and educated, connected and inspired
us. They communicate ideas in more engaging ways, more relevant and memorable,
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connecting people. Stories have more context, helping people to make sense of new
ideas, involving characters to whom they can relate, creating a parallel rather than being
direct. The stories can be told, or can evolve. Increasingly a brand sets a framework
through which the story evolves in realtime, in collaboration with customers, based on
day to day events
Stories are typically built around timeless, enduring truths – like myths, legends and fairy
tales. Indeed there will often be a classic plot on which you can build your own story.
Leo Tolstoy said all great literature is one of two stories: a man goes on a journey or a
stranger comes to town. Some say there’s only one story that matters – the quest for the
Holy Grail.
Stories have a shape, a narrative arc – although many brand stories are enduring and
without an end. That’s what keeps us engaged. But they are unlike most other types
communication. They have drama, tension or conflict, secrets and surprises. As author
John Le Carré put it “The cat sat on the mat is not a story. The cat sat on the dog’s mat is a
story.” Storytelling coach Elen Lewis suggests a simple structure for your story
•
•
•
•

Someone... (a character)
Wants... (a quest, a goal, a mission)
But... (a challenge, an obstacle)
So... (a means of succeeding)

Relating this to a brand, think in particular about the character - feminine or masculine?
Mainstream or quirky? Consider your purpose, and brand essence, what aspirations are
you seeking to connect with. Think about the opportunities and challenges, hopes and
fears, from your audiences view, and relate to them. Consider the objective of the story,
how do you want them to feel, and what to do, and the stories conclusion? And think
about the media across which the story might be told, how the audience might interact,
become involved and personalise it.
Finally think about the words and pictures. The language you use matters. Make it
simple, emotional and aspirational. Think of words that are relevant to your audience,
unusal and memorable. And also a little playful, open to multiple meanings, twistable and
make people smile. And remember that an image can capture a thousand words,
processed and recalled faster. Most of all, don’t be “corporate”, be human.

Catching the ideas virus
Why did a crazy song by the South Korean entertainer Park Jae-sang, also known as Psy,
become YouTube’s biggest ever hit, with a ridiculous dance imitated by US President
Obama and the UN’s Ban Ki-Moon, and top the charts in over 30 countries?
Ideas don’t spread by accident. The most powerful concepts, the most catchy songs,
spread because they are memes – patterns that can be easily captured, coded and
transmitted by the brain. Memetics is a science, although just like a great song, it is
human and intuitive too. There are 6 useful factors that make an idea contagious:
•

Relevant: We survive information overload through selective attention.
Keywords, topics, images, authors, even sounds and images, are ways in which
we filter the noise around us, to find content worth exploring further. Just like
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search engine optimisation, consider the words and phrases, which might be on
your audience’s mind.
•

Fresh: News is the most frequently shared type of idea, because it is new, topical,
edited to be relevant and quickly absorbed. Creating your own news-worthy
ideas, or linking your ideas to topical stories (real-time) helps timeliness. Better
still is to be first with the news, which is why speculation or gossip is so infectious.

•

Practical: We like information that we can use, that gives us some form of
advantage. Education or entertainment, popularity or power. The more useful the
information, the more people will pass it on to others. The social utility of
information however is as much aesthetic and emotional (image and gossip) as
functional and practical.

•

Intuitive: Ideas have to be easy to interpret, but also easy to articulate. Otherwise
they won’t get repeated. Forms of clichés, mnemonics, even alliteration can help.
“Gamechangers” is not a completely new phrase, but it’s easy to understand –
people who change the game – who themselves are new and interesting.

•

Seeded: Finding the early adopters, typically the most active and engaged
audiences, become good transmitters because they have passion for the topic,
and also like to be seen as first to know. Ideally find influencers who are
respected by the audiences you reach to seek, and enhance the brand’s desired
values.

•

Wanted: There is no shame in asking people to pass a message on – a special
offer which encourages you to tell all your friends, a member get member scheme
that explicitly rewards you, or a tweet that includes the phrase “Please RT” is
more likely to be retweeted. Calls to action work, particularly in social media
where sharing is the norm.

Advocacy is of course more than passing on a cool video. It is about people trusting
people, and their recommendations. It is about customers being the ambassadors for the
brands they love, the storytellers to others, in a way that is more human, more relevant,
and more effective. Forget the expensive advertising, the complex relationship systems,
the best form of marketing really is free. However it takes thought and focus, to engage
the right people with brands propositions that resonate, who then shared aspirations into
experiences, and their stories into contagions.

Forget ads and images, think people and experiences.
Bringing this together, you start to see a very different model of marketing – one centred
around the customer, which invariably starts with a Google search on a smartphone, and
is much more about triggers and influences, connections and partners not driven by the
brand, but by the customer. Imagine this scenario:
•
•
•

YuYun is having lunch. She loves her friend’s new coat, so pulls out her
smartphone, and easily connects with the coat’s embedded tag.
Using the restaurants free wi-fi, she brings up the coat in a range of colours,
automatically overlaying her own image to show how she looks in it.
There’s also a list of nearby stores and prices, plus the offer of a free bottle of wine
from the restaurant if she decides to buy today.
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•
•
•
•
•
•

She tweets the coat and options to more friends, asking them what they think, and
which colour suits her best.
She receives a text from a local store inviting her to come along and try the coat,
including examples of matching boots and scarf if she is interested.
At the store, she chooses an entire outfit from a brand she’d never even thought of
buying before. The personal tailoring service is able to deliver next day.
Next morning it arrives, she loves it. The store invites her to send a “Wow!” to her
twitter friends plus a special offer for them to try the brand too. She agrees.
The brand keeps with regular updates to its collections, knowing her sizes and
preferred style. She joins the restaurant’s lunchtime shopping club too.
She wears the coat for a theatre visit a week later. The coat’s tag detects where
she is and the brand offers her a free glass of champagne in the interval.

Marketing and brand comunication is fundamentally different in this new world. Forget
interruptive ads and pre-planned blanket campaigns, it is about refocusing your time and
investment, and finding better connections. From “push” promotion to “pull”
engagement, from messages to stories, from planned campaigns to real-time action, and
increasingly from content to experience.
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