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Introduction

IT’S ABOUT PEOPLE, STUPID

WHY SHOULD YOU CARE ABOUT THIS BOOK?

WHAT IS A MOVEMENT?

CAMPAIGNS VERSUS MOVEMENTS

CAMPAIGNS HAVE A BEGINNING AND AN END

MOVEMENTS GO ON AS LONG AS KINDRED SPIRITS ARE

INVOLVED

CAMPAIGNS ARE PART OF THE WAR VOCABULARY

MOVEMENTS ARE PART OF THE EVANGELIST

VOCABULARY

CAMPAIGNS ARE DRY AND EMOTIONALLY DETACHED

MOVEMENTS ARE ROOTED IN PASSION

CAMPAIGNS RELY ON TRADITIONAL MEDIA

MOVEMENTS RELY ON WORD OF MOUTH, WHERE THE

PEOPLE ARE THE MEDIUM

CAMPAIGNS ARE PART OF THE CREATIONIST THEORY

MOVEMENTS ARE PART OF THE EVOLUTIONIST THEORY

CAMPAIGNS ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT YOURSELF

MOVEMENTS ARE OTHERS TALKING ABOUT YOU

CAMPAIGNS ARE AN ON-OFF SWITCH

MOVEMENTS ARE A VOLUME DIAL

CAMPAIGNS EMBRACE AN US-VERSUS-THEM MENTALITY

MOVEMENTS SAY, “WE’RE ALL IN THIS TOGETHER”



SO WHO INSIDE YOUR COMPANY SHOULD OWN THE

MOVEMENT?

ONE LAST THING

 

Lesson # 1 - Movements Aren’t about the Product

Conversation; They’re about the ...

 

THE NEW PERSPECTIVE

REFRAME THE CONVERSATION

EXAMPLES? HERE ARE SOME FROM OUR OWN

EXPERIENCE

IT’S REFRAMING THE CONVERSATION

SIMPLE? NEVER. EFFECTIVE? ABSOLUTELY

WHY AM I LOOKING FOR THE PASSION CONVERSATION

AGAIN?

PASSION STARTS WITH PURPOSE

THE PASSION CONVERSATION NEEDS TO BE INTERNAL

AND EXTERNAL

HOW DO YOU FIND THE PASSION CONVERSATION?

IT DOESN’T END WITH PARTICIPATION

BUT I DON’T HAVE A SEXY PRODUCT LIKE GUITARS AND

KAYAKS

 

Lesson # 2 - Movements Start with the First Conversation

 

WE DON’T KNOW WHAT WE DON’T KNOW

BURN THE NONDISCLOSURE AGREEMENT

A CASE FOR AGENCY VISIBILITY

REMEMBER, IT’S PASSION, NOT PRODUCT

THE FIRST CONVERSATIONS ALLOW THE OPPORTUNITY

FOR A STORY

SOUL IS A KEY INGREDIENT

THE FIRST CONVERSATIONS GET BUY-IN

WHO SHOULD YOU BE TALKING TO?

 



Lesson # 3 - Movements Have Inspirational Leadership

 

HOW TO FIND A MOVEMENT’S LEADERS

FINDING TEEN LEADERS

FINDING LEADERS OF A MUSICAL INSTRUMENT

MOVEMENT

GROWING INFLUENCE CREATES LOYALTY

PASSIONATE PEOPLE PUT IN THE HARD WORK

REMEMBER, IT TAKES ONLY ONE

QUIET LEADERS

BUT I WANT ONLY THE COOL, SEXY PEOPLE TO BE THE

LEADERS OF MY MOVEMENT

 

Lesson # 4 - Movements Have a Barrier of Entry

 

AND HERE COMES THE QUANTITY VERSUS QUALITY

DEBATE

EXCLUSIVITY

BARRIER OF ENTRY AS A RELATIONSHIP BUILDER

 

Lesson # 5 - Movements Empower People with Knowledge

 

EMPOWERING TEENAGERS ISN’T ROCKET SCIENCE

PASSION IN MADISON

DNA

THE FAN CYCLE

EMPOWER PEOPLE WITH KNOWLEDGE? WHAT ABOUT

KEEPING YOUR SECRETS?

 

Lesson # 6 - Movements Have Shared Ownership

 

HAVE THE COURAGE TO GIVE UP OWNERSHIP

BECOME FANS OF YOUR FANS

SHARED OWNERSHIP STARTS AT THE VERY BEGINNING

OF A MOVEMENT



FISKATEERS COMING TO THE RESCUE

SHARED OWNERSHIP ALLOWS YOUR FANS TO PICK UP

THE BANNER AND MARCH FORWARD

BUT THEY’RE NOT USING OUR LOGO THE RIGHT WAY

SHARED OWNERSHIP LETS “YOUR” MESSAGE BECOME

“OUR” MESSAGE

WHAT SHARED OWNERSHIP MEANS FOR THE CREATIVE

PROCESS

 

Lesson # 7 - Movements Have Powerful Identities

 

IDENTITY VERSUS BRAND

IT’S EASY TO PROMISE; IT’S HARD TO COMMIT

SOLID IDENTITIES ARE POLARIZING

SO BACK TO THE QUESTION AT HAND

NUMBERS DON’T MATTER, BUT NUMBERING DOES

THE RALLYING CRY

IDENTITY AFFECTS EVERYTHING

DON’T DENY YOUR DNA

SAME TRIBE

YOUR IDENTITY ISN’T THE IDENTITY OF YOUR

COMPETITION

 

Lesson # 8 - Movements Live Both Online and Off-Line

 

A HISTORY LESSON ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA

REAL PEOPLE + REAL COMMUNITIES = COMMONALITY

DEEPENING RELATIONSHIPS HAVE TO BE

ACCOMPLISHED ONLINE AND OFF

IT’S NOT ONLINE VERSUS OFF-LINE; IT’S ONLINE WITH

OFF-LINE

GO WHERE THE PARTY IS HAPPENING

YES, ONLINE IS IMPORTANT

 



Lesson # 9 - Movements Make Advocates Feel Like Rock

Stars

 

LIFTING UP YOUR CUSTOMERS

DON’T YOU WANNA BE IN THE CLUB?

THE CENTER OF THE UNIVERSE EXPERIENCE

SWAG THAT EMPOWERS

THE CLOSEST THING TO BEING A ROCK STAR

RESPONSIBILITY = APPRECIATION = OWNERSHIP =

ROCK STARS

THE LITTLE THINGS ARE BIG THINGS

TRUST

 

Lesson # 10 - Movements Get Results

 

CLOSENESS TO CUSTOMERS

RESULTS, RETURN ON INVESTMENT, THE BOTTOM LINE

TYING IT ALL TOGETHER

BONUS LESSON: MOVEMENTS FIGHT AN INJUSTICE

 

Lesson # 11 - Your Turn

 

About the Authors
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PRAISE FOR BRAINS ON FIRE

“Brains on Fire succeeds at doing what so many other business books

attempt: It provides a recipe for how every company can succeed. But the

secret isn’t in the latest tools, online communities, or campaign tactics. It’s

about passion, humanization, and common sense. And to prove that it’s

possible, Brains on Fire is filled with examples of organizations that have

already done it.”

—Scott Monty

Head of Social Media, Ford Motor Company

 

“Brains on Fire is loaded with great advice from a team of people who have

repeatedly built successful movements, ranging from an anti-teen-smoking

movement to a pro-city-parks movement. If you want to lead a movement,

start with this book.”

—Dan Heath co-author of Switch and Made to Stick

 

“The world is both strange and small in a modern age, isn’t it? There now

seems to be a million fancy ways to reach and excite kindreds, like-

mindeds, and customers anywhere in the world. A truly tantalizing notion.

But for anyone who manages a business or a brand, the modern age has

become increasingly difficult to decode in real time. More quickly than most

of us would like to admit, the things we do to spread the message of our

products, services, and causes devolve into dressed up versions of

traditional strategies, a one-too-many controlled blast with a hat tip to an

interactive tactic. It can be an unsatisfying exercise for all involved.

 

“Enter Brains on Fire. It isn’t just a book or a company, it is a collection of

real people, with souls and hearts and stories —oh, the stories!—able to

offer real advice to anyone who wants to make a movement out of what

they do all day. Put down your Powerpoints and ad campaigns, folks. This

takes guts and faith and patience, but mostly it takes passion. Not yours.

Your customers. Brains on Fire can help you find it, trust it, and gently blow

on the ember until it ignites. It’s not brand management, it’s brand as

transformation. You in? There’s a truth that lies deep within the promise of

this modern, digital world—that authentic leadership can be released from

your customers, and their passion can be fanned into movements that



change lives forever. Brains on Fire can help make it true for you. Buy the

book.”’

—Ellen McGirt

Senior Writer, Fast Company magazine

“Brains on Fire has the ability to assemble a powerful team that speaks as

one unit. This engaging book is all about how that team works, including

love, hard work, shared passion, with a constant focus on the goal.”

—Douglas J. Greenlaw

former Head of Sales and Promotional Marketing,

MTV Networks, New York
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This book is dedicated to our dear friend and founding 

partner, Mike Goot.

His outrageous, often obscene, yet infinitely kind and 

generous spirit is part of who we are.

It pushes us to be relentless in our pursuit of the truth, 

and to never surrender any possibility 

that our efforts could help make the lives of those we 

touch more meaningful . . . 

and a helluva lot more fun.
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instantly said, “Yes. We want to write a book.”

When I say “we,” I don’t just mean the four authors you

see listed on the cover. “We” represents an army of

believers. It’s the people who comment on our blog. It’s the
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learning and changing the way we think about the work we
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Introduction

IT’S ABOUT PEOPLE, STUPID

Technology is a trap. A crutch. The shiny new object in the

room. And while many people think it could be the answer

to their prayers, we guarantee that it could also be your

biggest detriment. A lot of companies that concentrate all

their efforts in the area of technology seem to take the

human element out of the equation. But the focus of

business is not—and never should be—technology. Rather, it

always has been, and always will be, about people. Living,

breathing human beings with hopes and dreams, pet

peeves, and a whole bunch of emotional baggage.

You will quickly discover that there are no social media

how-tos in this book. There are no Twitter strategies,

Facebook doodads, or MySpace thingamajigs. Sure, we’ll

touch on how technology can be used to create long-term,

sustainable, profitable movements, but if you’re looking for

something completely technology-focused, then put down

this book and go pick up the latest issue of Wired.

 

“It’s about people. When it comes to technology, what’s exciting and shiny

to day will be frickin dead tomorrow.”

Chris Sandoval - Member Experience Strategist for a diversified financial

services group serving the Military community

You should also know that while there is a company out

there in the world named Brains on Fire, this book isn’t

named after it. Nothing is named after our company. Brains

on Fire is named after what we do—ignite the passion within

employees and customers—which is really where brains on



fire happen. This book is therefore a celebration and tribute

to the courage, vision, and enthusiasm of those companies

and organizations we have had the honor to serve, because

they are a true reflection of what Brains on Fire stands for. It

is our hope that you can learn what our customers have

taught us within these pages and, in doing so, open hearts

and minds to new ways of strengthening the connections

between people and companies. Our customers are Brains

on Fire. Their employees are Brains on Fire, and their

customers are Brains on Fire. They are an extraordinary,

energized, empowered community. Far from ordinary

consumers or target markets, these amazing individuals

have learned to channel their passion to bring about

positive, real change in people’s lives.

And so the torch gets passed. The love grows. And the

world is better for it.

WHY SHOULD YOU CARE ABOUT THIS BOOK?

Because—as any number of books before this one told you

—the landscape has changed. Before the rise of the

Internet, companies could at least operate under the illusion

that they controlled their messaging and could tell the

public what to think about them. However, if you’re a

company today that still thinks that, then there’s a lot more

delusion than illusion going on.

It comes down to trust. And people don’t trust your

company; people trust people. People they know. People

whose opinions and recommendations they seek out and

have faith in.

People don’t buy your company, product, or service first,

they buy people first.



One question that we get a lot is “Well, how does this

‘movement’ thing apply to B2B?” We tell them that it’s no

longer a B2B, or even a B2C world; it’s a P2P, as in person-

to-person. Because your company is made up of people.

Another reason you should care about this book is

because we live in a world where companies are fighting for

their lives. No, don’t worry; this isn’t the part where we talk

about the crappy economy or how you’re a commodity or

how the rise of the digital world has made your competition

a lot fiercer. But when you’re fighting for your life, you’re a

lot more willing to listen—to your customers and to your

employees. Listen for advice on how to become a part of

something that’s bigger than you. That’s where movements

start: by listening.

WHAT IS A MOVEMENT?

No, we’re not going to pull out the dictionary. We’re just

going to let you know that—for the purposes of what’s

ahead—we have developed our own working definition of

what a movement is: A movement elevates and empowers

people to unite a community around a common cause,

passion, company, brand, or organization.

So let’s take it a step further, since we’re talking about

sustainable movements here: A sustainable movement

happens when customers and employees share their

passion for a business or cause and become a self-

perpetuating force for excitement, ideas, communication,

and growth.

Your ultimate goal should be to ignite something so

powerful that if your marketing and PR departments or, God

forbid, even your entire company got hit by a bus, your fans

would pick up the banner and march forward with it.



Something like that takes many forms, and one might be

your fans creating their own PR and marketing messages

and picking up where you left off.

CAMPAIGNS VERSUS MOVEMENTS

Let’s get something straight: We have come neither to

praise traditional advertising, nor to bury it. It’s not dead.

It’s not going away. So don’t think that we’re going to go

into a tirade about how traditional advertising is broken, and

you shouldn’t be using it.

But allow us this sidebar: It’s really intriguing to see, in

2010, the nostalgia that’s being passed around about the

way things used to be in the advertising world. The popular

television cable drama Mad Men is all about the martini

lunches and the thrill of the pitch back in the 1960s,

Madison Avenue in its heyday. And there’s something to be

said about that: the good old days, trying to recapture the

glory and thrill of the big, glitzy ad campaign.

Even today, the ad industry celebrates those fading stars

of the old times, and when they do, they are acknowledging

that those days are over. Sure, there are shining spots even

in today’s advertising. The ad rags call them out, and we all

gather around and applaud, until we forget about it 20

minutes later because so few of them are memorable

anymore. That brochure you designed is really just pretty

trash, because that’s where it’s going to end up 10 seconds

after someone looks at it. You’re just creating more

campaigns. And while campaigns try like hell, it’s really hard

to make a campaign into a movement. There’s a big

difference between the two.

Movement is also a word that’s being thrown around a lot

these days, especially by marketing folks. But if it feels,



looks, and smells like an advertising campaign, then guess

what: It’s an ad campaign. Not a cultural movement or any

other kind. Ads are a tool. Movements are the workshop. You

have to understand the tactics before it makes any sense to

implement. And when you start to look at your marketing

challenges in the context of a movement, your world starts

to change.

 

 

“If I had come through with a litany of tactics and things that we wanted to

do, I would not have gotten very far.”

Jamie Plesser - Best Buy

Consumer Marketing Manager

 

 

Jamie Plesser—who works in Marketing Strategy and

Communication for retail giant Best Buy—said the following

about the concept: An idea “has to be strategically sound

and insight driven to get through our corporate

organization. If I had come through with a litany of tactics

and things that we wanted to do, I would not have gotten

very far.”

So to get in the right frame of mind, set the stage, and

push you out of your comfort zone a bit, let’s compare

campaigns and movements.

CAMPAIGNS HAVE A BEGINNING AND AN END

Ah, the media buy. Pulling the plan together. Analyzing the

data for the best demos. Looking at the ratings and placing

your bet on where you’ll get the most bang for your buck.

You know what we’re talking about, advertising types. Those


