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Introduction

OBSERVE INTERPRET DECIDE ADAPT VERIFY LEARN

OUR BUSINESS

The other three are standing on foundations that were right when they were poured.
Each one has already gone over toward the hole nearest it.

I stood up in front of a room full of franchise owners and told them
that the thing paying for their growth was about to stop working.

It was my second annual meeting with the company. I had been
watching what Al was starting to do to search, and I had convinced

myself that the whole foundation underneath us was going to move:



search as we knew it, the way we practiced SEO, and Google Ads as a
dependable machine you fed money into. I did not think it would
erode politely over a decade. I thought it was going to break.

So I said that. On a stage, to a room of people whose mortgages
were attached to the current system working.

I got in trouble for it. Not immediately, and nobody threw any-
thing, but the message came back clearly enough. I had frightened
people. I had stood in front of a room of owners and told them the
ground was moving without telling them where to stand.

For a long time I told myself that was unfair. I was right. Much of
what I was worried about has since happened, some of it faster than I
expected. Being right in a room that does not want to hear it is a story
I could have dined out on for years.

Here is what I actually think now, and it took me a while to get
here.

I did not lose credibility because I was wrong. I lost credibility be-
cause I had no answers. I had no plan. I brought a room a problem
and left them holding it.

That is a specific kind of uselessness and I had not encountered it
in myself before. A warning without a next step is not leadership. It is
just fear, delivered with confidence, by somebody who gets to go
home afterwards.

The question I still have, and I do not ask it defensively, is whether
anybody had the plan then. I am not sure anyone did. I am not cer-
tain anyone does now, if we are being honest about how new all of

this is.
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What I did eventually find was not clever, which is probably why it
took me so long to trust it. The answer turned out to be the unglam-
orous work: clarify the brand, build the reviews, make the company
easy to understand, and make sure a customer could find it and verify
it in every place they might look. Trust, built where people could
check it, before we needed them to believe anything.

It was the unglamorous version. It worked.

And then I did something that still makes me wince.

I restarted my own company, and I built.

I built websites, tools, engines, frameworks and dashboards, and I
registered the domains to hang them on. I could have shown you the
whole architecture and defended every piece of it, and I would have
been articulate about it, because I had thought about all of it
carefully.

I had already watched execution get cheap four separate times by
then. It started with desktop publishing, when I was a teenager and
the skill I had turned into a menu command, and then it happened
again to websites, to search, and to content. I knew the pattern. I have
taught the pattern. If you had asked me at the time what happens to a
business whose value is that it can build things, I would have told you
exactly what happens to it, and I would have been right.

I built anyway. Because building was the product I knew how to
make.

That is the reason this book exists, and it is the reason it is written
the way it is. I am not standing outside the problem explaining it to

businesses that keep falling into it. I keep falling into it. I catch myself
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doing the thing I warn other people about, usually a few months after
I have done it, usually by accident, usually while looking for some-
thing else.

So this is not a book about how to be smarter than the market. I
do not have that. It is a book about a pattern I have now watched
from the inside for nearly four decades, and about how expensive it is
to notice it late.

The argument is one sentence.

Trust creates momentum. Customers move toward brands they
trust.

Everything else here is an attempt to say why that is true, what it
costs to ignore, and what it asks of you when the market underneath
your business moves again, which it is going to.

There is one more thing the argument rests on, and it is the reason
the word elevate is in the title rather than something calmer like im-
prove. A business does not only have to get better than it was. It has
to keep pace with an environment that keeps moving whether or not
the business does. Standing still is not a neutral act. It is a slow change
of position relative to everything around you, and it does not an-
nounce itself while it is happening.

Six chapters. Confusion is expensive. Trust compounds. The mar-
ket moves faster than businesses evolve. Fragmented brands create
fragmented trust. Visibility is no longer optional. And then the deci-

sion every business eventually arrives at, which is the title.
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There is a proof section at the end, and I have tried to be unusually
careful with it. I separate what I can document from what I believe
contributed to it and from what I cannot honestly isolate. Most busi-
ness books do not do that, and I think that is why most business
books are hard to believe.

It is free. There is no email gate and nothing to sign up for. If it

earns your attention, the rest takes care of itself.

MIKE MILLETT (OB1)
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PART ONE

The Cost of Confusion

Customers decide what a business is before anybody says a
word. The correction is free every time and expensive in

total.



1

Building Solutions

[——— ] [ 1]
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Read as construction Read as cleaning

\ .ISTHHTUS /A\ STRATUS CLEAN

BUILDING SOLUTIONS

The same building and the same service. Only the sign changed.

The company cleaned commercial buildings. It was called Stratus
Building Solutions.

You already know what happened, because you did it in the last
four seconds. Building Solutions. So they build things. Construction,
maybe. Or they help franchises put up locations. Facilities buildouts,
something along those lines.

Every conversation started with a correction. No, we do not build
the building. We clean it.

That correction is free. It costs nothing in the moment, it takes
about four seconds, everybody laughs a little, and you move on to the
actual conversation. I watched people do it thousands of times with-
out once treating it as a problem, because in isolation it is not a

problem.
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In total it was one of the most expensive things about the business.

Every misread first impression bought us a slightly longer path to
trust. An extra step in the sale. A referral that arrived slightly bent, be-
cause the person passing our name along had to explain us first and
did not always get it right. A prospect somewhere who read the name,
decided we were not what they needed, and never contacted anybody.
We never met those people. That is the part that is hard to argue
about internally, because the cost is invisible by construction. You
cannot count the people who quietly moved on.

It is easy to make this sound like the name was stupid. It was not
stupid. It came from somewhere sensible, it had history in it, and
plenty of people inside the company were attached to it for good rea-
sons. That is exactly why it survived as long as it did.

What it did not do was answer the first question a stranger asks,
which is what is this.

At a trade show the question arrived so often that we stopped be-
ing surprised by it. Somebody would walk up to the booth, look at
the sign, and ask whether we built out franchise locations. Not as a
joke. They had read the name, drawn the obvious conclusion, and
come over to talk about a job we did not do.

I used to enjoy that moment, because I had a good answer for it
and the correction usually got a laugh. It took me an embarrassingly
long time to understand what I was looking at. The people asking

were the ones who came over. Standing in the same hall were the

peop-
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le who read the same sign, drew the same conclusion, and kept walk-
ing, because they wanted their offices cleaned and we appeared to be
in construction.

I never met a single one of them. Neither did anybody else at that
booth. And no report we produced afterwards had a line on it for the

conversations that did not happen.

WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENS IN THE FIRST FEW SECONDS

People categorize before they evaluate. That is not a flaw or a sign of
laziness, it is how anybody gets through a day with a finite amount of
attention. What is this, roughly, and do I need it right now.

If the name, the look, the first sentence and the service all point at
the same answer, the categorizing costs the customer nothing and
trust can start forming immediately. If any of those signals point
somewhere else, the customer has to do a small piece of work to place
you, and that work happens before they have any reason to want to
do it for you.

The business that is easy to understand does not start ahead be-
cause it is better. It starts ahead because the customer never had to
stop.

I used to describe this as a marketing problem, and I would then
try to fix it with marketing. Better copy. Clearer headline. A campaign
that explained the category. That work was not wasted, and it also did
not touch the actual issue, which was that the market was answering a

question correctly based on the evidence we were giving it.
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CONFUSION IS WORSE THAN NEVER BEING SEEN

There is a thing I believed for years that turns out to be wrong, and it
is worth correcting because a lot of marketing advice is built on it.

I thought the problem with an unclear business was that it took
longer to explain. Slower, but recoverable. Get in front of enough
people, explain properly, and you get where you were going
eventually.

What actually happens is that confusion does damage on its way
past. A customer who cannot place you does not feel neutral about it.
They feel a small amount of uncertainty, and uncertainty produces
hesitation, and hesitation is the exact condition in which a clearer
competitor starts looking better. Not better at the work. Just easier to
be sure about, which at that stage is the only thing being measured.

So the confused business does not start at zero and walk forward.
It starts slightly behind, and pays to get back to zero before it can
begin.

That is what makes it compound. If it were merely slow you could
out-work it. Instead every mis-read impression makes the next inter-
action slightly more expensive, and the effect shows up in the least
useful possible form: a conversion rate that never quite gets where it
should, for reasons nobody in the building can name.

I have sat in a lot of meetings trying to fix that number with better

creative. It was never the creative.
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2
The Test VMost Owners Fail

The part that got worse recently is that people are no longer the only
ones sorting you.

Search systems and Al systems place a business the same way a per-
son does, by reading whatever signals are available and deciding what
category this thing belongs to. The name, the description, the re-
views, the listings, the content, and above all whether those agree with
each other. When they agree, you get placed accurately and surfaced
to people who were looking for what you actually do. When they dis-
agree, you get placed weakly, or somewhere adjacent, or not at all.

A human being will let you correct them. You can say no, we clean
the building, and they will laugh and update. A model will not ask. It
just does not put you in the answer, and nobody tells you it

happened.

THE TEST, AND WHY MOST OWNERS FAIL IT

Ask a stranger to describe your business using only the name, the logo
and the first sentence on your site. Then say nothing while they do it.
Most owners are sure this will go well. Most owners are wrong,
and I include myself, repeatedly. You cannot un-know your own com-
pany. You have been inside it so long that the name reads as obvious
to you, because you are supplying the context that a stranger does not

have.
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I have run this exercise on my own work more than once and been
genuinely surprised, which is embarrassing given that I make people
do it for a living.

The version that is harder to dodge is to watch what happens with-
out asking anybody anything. Read the first ten seconds of a sales call
recording and count how often the conversation opens with a correc-
tion. Read your reviews and see whether customers describe you the
way you describe yourself. Type your business into any Al assistant
and see what category it puts you in, because it will answer confident-
ly and it is only using what you gave it.

None of those require a research budget and all of them will tell
you the truth faster than an internal meeting will.

The reason this matters more than it did ten years ago is that the
correction is no longer available. In a conversation you get to say no,
that is not quite what we do. In a search result or a recommendation,
you do not get to say anything. You are placed, or you are not sur-

faced, and there is no moment where anybody invites you to clarify.
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3
Four Years

Here is the part of this story that I did not understand until I was in-
side it, and it is the reason I still tell it.

I knew the name needed to change almost from the day I arrived.
What I did not know was that getting permission to change it would
take most of four years.

So the rebrand did not wait. The name did. While that argument
moved slowly, we worked on the parts we could move: reviews and
the trust signals underneath them, franchise recruitment, training,
the data in HubSpot and the accountability that came with it, the so-
cial strategy, and the consistency of the system itself. The
StratusClean identity was the visible end of a transformation already
years underway.

Designing the change was not the hard part.

I designed the StratusClean identity myself, in Illustrator, the icon
and the lettering and the taglines. A professional designer came in af-
terwards and cleaned up my execution, which it needed. That whole
phase took weeks. Weeks.

Getting the organization to move took four years.

Four years, and not because anybody was being unreasonable. A
franchise system is hundreds of people with their own money on the
line. Some of them had built local reputation under the old name and

did not want to hand that back. Some of them had signage and vehic-
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les and printed material that would all have to change. Some of them
had been there long enough to have watched other big ideas arrive
and quietly leave, and had learned that waiting is usually free.

And every single one of them could point at revenue that was still
growing.

That is the thing about the confusion tax. It never presents a bill.
Nobody sends you an invoice for the customer you did not meet. So
the case for changing is always a case about something invisible, ar-
gued against a case about something visible, and the visible one wins
most of the time in most companies.

I pushed. I was not always graceful about it. I believed the evidence
was overwhelming and I did not have much patience for the people
who did not see what I saw, which in hindsight was its own kind of
blindness. Being right and being persuasive are not the same skill, and

I was better at the first one.

WHAT ACTUALLY BROKE IT OPEN

The rebrand was announced publicly at the 2025 annual meeting.
Before that announcement, a resistant minority could keep slow-
ing it down without ever having to formally block anything, which is
how most change dies. Nobody has to say no. They just have to not
go first.
After it was announced in a room, out loud, to everybody, the or-
ganization had committed in public. The remaining opposition did

not disappear. It just could not stop the thing anymore.
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StratusClean went live in April 2026. Internally it is well liked,
which I did not entirely expect from the people who had spent four

years arguing against it. In the market it is working.

WHAT | TAKE FROM IT NOW

I had the right answer for four years and it was worth nothing for
four years.

That is the sentence I would want a CEO to hear, and it is not a
comfortable one for somebody in my line of work, because it means
the strategic insight was the cheap part. The clarity was cheap. The
design was cheap. The expensive, slow, genuinely difficult work was
getting several hundred people who all had reasonable objections to
move in the same direction at the same time.

I have watched plenty of marketers, myself included, present a
clear diagnosis and then feel that the job is done. It is not done. A cor-
rect diagnosis that the organization will not act on is worth exactly
the same as a wrong one, and it is more frustrating to hold.

What I would add now is the part I got wrong at the time. Waiting
for permission on the name did not mean waiting on everything. The
pieces that were not blocked moved for four years, and looking back
they mattered at least as much as the identity did. When one part of
the system will not move, keep moving the parts that will while you
build the case for the part that will not.

The other thing I take from it is smaller and it stayed with me
longer. The confusion was not costing us dramatically. If it had been,

we would have fixed it in a month. It was costing us slightly, everyw-
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here, constantly, for years, and slightly is the amount that never trig-
gers anybody to act.
That is the shape of almost every serious problem I have seen in-

side a business. Not a crisis. A drag.
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PART TWO

Trrust Creates
Momentum

Trust is not a feeling a brand claims. It is the thing that de-
cides whether anybody moves toward you or stays where they

are.



4
It Belonged to a Professor

I thought I had found my territory.

I had been circling the same idea for years without a good name for
it, and one afternoon I had it. Trust-Based Marketing. It said the
thing. It was clean, it was mine, and I was already thinking about
where it would live.

Then I'looked it up.

Trust-Based Marketing is Glen Urban's. He is at MIT Sloan, he has
a body of work behind it going back years, and it is a genuinely good
body of work. I had not stumbled onto an unclaimed idea. I had re-
discovered somebody else's, several decades late, and briefly congratu-
lated myself for it.

There is a version of me that would have gone ahead anyway. The
term was not trademarked in a way that stopped me, plenty of people
use it loosely, and if I had spent three years pushing hard enough I
could probably have muddied it up enough to get a share of it.

I want to be honest about why I did not do that, because I would
like to claim it was principle and it was not, at least not entirely. Partly
it was that the fight looked long and stupid. Partly it was that I could
not work out how I would ever explain it if somebody asked me di-

rectly where the idea came from.
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But the useful part came after. Being forced off the obvious name
made me get precise about what I actually believed, and it turned out
I did not believe quite the same thing he did.

What I believe is about sequence.

Everybody wants reach. Reach is measurable, it feels like progress,
and you can buy it this afternoon. So the standard move is to build
the reach and then try to earn trust from the people it drags in. Run
the ads, then handle the objections. Publish everywhere, then hope
some of it lands.

I think that is backwards, and I think it is more backwards every
year. Build the conditions where trust can form first, and then ampli-
fy. Reach applied to a business people cannot yet make sense of just
buys you more of the wrong first impression, faster.

Trust first. Then scale.

I did not invent that phrase and I am not going to pretend I did.
Other people have used it. What I am trying to do is attach it to a spe-
cific claim about order of operations, which is a smaller and more de-

fensible thing to want than owning a set of words.

WHAT THE SEQUENCE LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

The argument sounds abstract until you put it against a decision
somebody is actually making this week.

A business has some money and two options. Spend it getting in
front of more people, or spend it on being easier to believe: fixing

what the listings say, getting the reviews moving, making the site ans-
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wer the questions people actually ask, making the story the same
everywhere.

The first option is measurable this month. The second is not, and
that asymmetry decides most of these arguments before anybody de-
bates the merits.

What I have watched happen, more than once, is that the money
goes to reach, the reach works exactly as promised, and the additional
people arrive at a business they cannot make sense of. The campaign
reports beautifully. Almost nothing converts. And the conclusion
drawn is that the channel does not work for us, which is the wrong
conclusion, and it usually gets acted on by trying a different channel.

Reach applied to weak trust does not produce customers. It pro-
duces a larger sample of people who did not choose you, and it does it
faster.

That is the entire argument for sequence. Not that reach is bad.

Reach is fine, and eventually necessary. It just has to arrive second.

30



5

The Kiosk

[ ] |
$400

Sixty seconds of proof, and then he refused to do the other eye.

I was walking through a mall with Trent Lewis, both of us large men
who do not blend into a crowd, and a kid at a kiosk stepped out in
front of us.

He did not open with the product. He opened with me.
Something to the effect of you smile all the time, I can tell, I bet every-
body loves you. Which is a shameless line and also happens to be true,
so I stopped.

Then he named the flaw, and he named it as a consequence of the
good thing. You have very wrinkly eyes, because people love you a lot.

Note that I have still not heard what he is selling.

He asked permission before he touched my face, which mattered
more than it sounds like it should. Then he put something under one
eye and set a timer, and about sixty seconds later he showed me a

mirr-
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or. It had worked. Not marketing worked. Visibly, obviously worked,
in a way I could see with my own eyes on my own face in a mall.

Then he told me the price. Four hundred dollars.

I said no.

So he refused to do the other eye.

He was completely pleasant about it. He was not pushy at any
point, before the no or after it, and he stayed kind the whole way
through, which is the detail I always want people to notice. He just
would not finish the job.

I walked around for two weeks with one smooth eye and one wrin-
kled one.

I have thought about that kid more than I have thought about
most campaigns I have worked on. He never asked me to believe any-
thing. He proved it on my face in sixty seconds, and then he let the
unfinished half of the demonstration walk out of the store and work
the mall for a fortnight on his behalf. Every person I saw for two
weeks was looking at his product.

I did not buy the bottle. He still won that exchange, and I have

never minded.
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6

I'ive Backpacks

Five bags, one at a time, on somebody strong enough to take them.

The best message I ever gave used five backpacks and one very strong
middle school student.

I picked him because he was strong. That was the whole casting de-
cision. If I had put those bags on a small kid the room would have
watched a small kid struggle, which is a different and worse thing to
watch, and everybody would have spent the next twenty minutes feel-
ing sorry for him instead of understanding what I was showing them.

The bags were heavy on their own. Not stage-heavy. Actually
heavy, before anything was added to them.

I put them on him one at a time and named what each one was as
it went on.

There are the consequences of things you did yourself, which is the
one everybody expects and the only one anybody thinks they deserve.

There is the brick somebody else made and put in your bag, which
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you are carrying and did not pack. There are the words: what was said
to you, and what you said, and the guilt and the shame that come
with both. There is what your body is doing to you, the physical and
the mental, the parts that are not a choice. And there is the sickness
and the pain that some people wake up with every day and will wake
up with tomorrow.

Five bags. He took all five.

By the end he could hardly stand. He was miserable. He was a
strong kid in front of a room of his friends and he was bent over,
shifting his feet, trying to find a way to hold it, and there was nothing
performative about any of it.

The room had gone completely quiet, which if you have ever stood
in front of a room of middle schoolers you will know does not
happen.

Then I asked him a question.

I asked him whether he would like to jump in the swimming pool
like that.

Every kid in that room had been in that pool that afternoon. It was
the best part of camp, it was right outside, and they all knew exactly
what he would look like if he tried it.

That was the moment. Not the bags going on. The pool.

Because until then I was showing them weight, and everybody al-
ready knows that life is heavy. What the pool did was show them that
the weight is not the worst of it. The worst of it is standing next to
the thing everybody else is enjoying, understanding perfectly well that

it is right there, and knowing that you cannot get in.
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Then I talked to them about what depression can feel like.

Not the clinical version, and not the version where somebody is
sad and needs cheering up. The version where you are still you, still
strong, still standing in the same place as everybody else, and the thing
they are all doing without thinking about it is not available to you. I
am not a clinician and that was not a diagnosis. It was one picture of
one part of it, offered to a room of twelve year olds who had no pic-
ture at all.

Those kids understood it. I watched them understand it. Some of
them were carrying bags right then and had never had anybody put
words on it.

I have given hundreds of talks. That one is near the top and I have
never been able to reproduce it, because it does not work as a tech-
nique. You cannot decide to have a moment like that. You can only
build the thing and then be paying enough attention to notice when
the door opens.

I have thought about why it worked, and I think it is this. I did not
explain the idea and then illustrate it. I loaded the idea onto a person
in front of the room until everybody could see the weight, and only
then said the thing I came to say.

That is also, and I am aware of the distance between a camp talk
and a business book, the only thing I know about proving anything.
You can tell somebody what your product does. Or you can put it on
them for sixty seconds and let them find out.

I should say where this instinct came from, because it is not a mar-

keting instinct and I did not learn it in this industry.
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I was a pastor. I have given hundreds of talks and preached for
years.

I do not lead with that in business settings, and both halves of that
sentence are deliberate. I am proud of those years. I am also aware
that the moment it arrives in a business conversation it becomes the
most interesting thing in the room, and everything after it gets read
through it.

What it gave me is not what people assume. It is not comfort in
front of an audience, although there is that. It is a long and unglam-
orous apprenticeship in a set of things marketing keeps trying to buy
and cannot.

Holding a room you have not earned yet. Being understood by
somebody who did not arrive wanting to understand you. Saying the
same true thing enough times, in enough different ways, that it finally
lands, without getting bored of it or resentful that it took so long.

And the one that matters most here: attention is not authority.

You can have a room's complete attention and no permission
whatsoever to change anything about how those people live. Getting
attention is a skill you can learn in a month. Being trusted enough
that the attention is worth something takes years and cannot be short-
cut, and every marketer who has bought a viral moment and watched
nothing happen afterwards has hit the same wall.

I did not know I was learning anything transferable. I thought I

was doing a job that had nothing to do with the one I have now.
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7

W hy Almost Nobody Funds It

Trust compounds before revenue does, and the gap between the two
is where most of the good intentions die.

The work that builds trust rarely pays back this quarter. Cleaning
up positioning, fixing what the listings say, getting a real review sys-
tem running, making the brand look the same in every place a person
might check, answering faster. Do all of that in January and the rev-
enue line in February will look exactly like it would have anyway.

So it gets deferred, and it gets deferred by sensible people for sensi-
ble reasons, in favor of something with a measurable return in thirty
days.

The gap is not evidence that nothing is working. It is what com-
pound growth looks like from the inside at the beginning, which is to
say it looks like nothing at all.

The companies that invest here before they feel the pressure end
up compounding from a surplus. The ones that wait until it hurts are
rebuilding from a deficit, and rebuilding trust that has already eroded
takes years, while maintaining it takes discipline. That is a trade I

would take every time, and I have watched a lot of people not take it.

WHAT | ACTUALLY CHANGED

I do not want to leave this as a principle with nothing attached, so

here is what changed in how I work.
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I stopped treating reviews as a marketing task and started treating
them as infrastructure, in the same category as the phone working. A
business with real, recent, consistent reviews is legible to people and
machines at the same time, and I have not found another signal that
does both jobs as well.

I stopped assuming that being good at the work would be visible
from outside. It is not. Quality is invisible until somebody has already
bought, which means everything before the sale is running on evi-
dence of quality rather than quality itself, and those are different
things to invest in.

And I stopped launching things quietly. Not because announcing
is important in itself, but because I have now watched, in my own
company and in somebody else's, how much of change management
is people needing to see that a decision has actually been made. A
commitment nobody witnessed is not yet a commitment.

The one I am still bad at is patience. The trust work does not pay
back this quarter, and I have caught myself several times reaching for
something faster in a month where the numbers were flat. I do not
have a clean solution to that. I just know what it is now, which helps

slightly.
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8
The Smallest Version of 'This

If all of that sounds like a large program of work, here is the smallest
true version of it, and it is the one I use when somebody asks me
where to start.

Pick the single place where a stranger is most likely to check
whether you are real, and make that place tell the truth clearly. For
most local businesses that is the listing and the reviews. For most pro-
fessional firms it is one page that explains what you do without re-
quiring the reader to already know. For most companies selling some-
thing considered, it is whatever a prospect reads in the twenty min-
utes after somebody recommends you.

Then do the next one.

I am not being coy. I have watched large trust programs stall be-
cause they were large, and I have watched a single honest page change
how a business gets talked about. The compounding does not care
whether you started with a strategy document. It only cares that the
signals started agreeing with each other, and that you kept it up long
enough for anybody to notice.

The reason to start small is not modesty. It is that a small thing gets
finished, and an unfinished trust program sends worse signals than

not having started one.
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PART THREE

The Market Moves
IF'aster Than Businesses

I'volve

The systems that worked reliably five years ago become ex-
pensive habits. I have watched it happen four times, and I

still got canght.

Nothing on the surface has moved. The work is happening underneath it.
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1988

\,7/\ ) / ;

One machine, one printer, and a job that used to take a trade.

In 1988 a group of us at high school produced a newspaper entirely
on a computer. As far as anybody around us knew, it was the first one.

I need to explain why that was not a small thing, because from here
it sounds like nothing.

Producing a newspaper was a trade. Typesetting was a skilled job
that people trained for and did for a living, and paste up was a craft
with its own tools, its own vocabulary and its own quiet professionals
who were very good at it. If you wanted a page laid out, you went to
somebody who knew how, and you paid them, and you waited.

We were doing it in a room at school because we thought it was

interesting.
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By 1989 I had turned it into a business, on a Macintosh SE and a
laser printer.

It did not start with an ambition. I had a job at a church. I was
helping people with their materials and their branding for nothing,
because I liked doing it and they needed it and nobody else was going
to. It became a side business by accident, which has happened to me
more than once. Almost everything I have built started by being given
away.

Here is what I want you to sit with, because it is the whole argu-
ment of this book arriving early and in miniature.

The skill I had in 1988 was gone by the middle of the nineties. Not
devalued. Gone as a distinct skill. It became a menu command.
Anybody with the software could do the thing I had been paid for,
and the specialists I had watched with something close to awe as a
teenager mostly had to become something else.

I was seventeen and I did not understand what I was looking at. I
thought I had found a clever way in. What I had actually found was
the first of five times I would watch the same thing happen, and the
only reason I came out ahead that time is that I was young enough to
have nothing invested in the old way.

The people who lost were not worse at their jobs than I was. They
were considerably better. They had simply spent twenty years becom-

ing excellent at the exact thing that was about to stop being scarce.
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10
Four Times

The skill I had in 1988 was gone by the middle of the nineties. Not
devalued. Gone as a distinct skill. It became a menu command, and
the specialists I had watched with something close to awe mostly had
to become something else.

Then websites did it again. Building a website in 1998 was a spe-
cialist act, and by 2010 it was a template and a weekend.

Then search did it. There was a period when knowing how search
actually worked was a genuine edge, and then the knowledge spread,
the tools got cheap, and the edge went where edges go.

Then content did it. Then Al did it, and it is still doing it, faster
than the others and to more categories at once.

Four times. Five, depending on how you count. Every time, the
same shape. A skill that is hard becomes a skill that is easy, and the
money stops living there and moves somewhere else. I have been in
the room for all of it, mostly on the winning side, sometimes only be-
cause I happened to be young.

None of which stopped me from getting the next one wrong.
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The One | Got Badly Wrong

I was working at a high-tech firm in Santa Barbara. We sold website
builds, hosting, and T1 lines, which tells you roughly when this was. I
was inside the industry. Not adjacent to it, not reading about it, in-
side it, with a decent view of who was actually buying what and how
the money moved.

Four months before the crash, I took money that had been set
aside for something important and personal and I put all of it into
technology stocks.

And I did not buy the big safe names, which is the detail that mat-
ters. I bought the risky ones. The companies I thought had genuinely
great ideas, because I was in the industry and I could see which ideas
were great.

Every single one of them went to penny stocks.

It is totally embarrassing. The ego of it, the whole thing, is awful,
and it took me a long time to be able to tell it without softening the
edges.

Because notice what actually happened there. I was not an outsider
gambling on a hot sector I did not understand. That would be an or-
dinary story and a forgivable one. I was an insider, and my expertise is
precisely what made me certain. I had more information than the
people around me and I used all of it to be more confident, not more

careful.
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That is the failure I keep coming back to, and it is not a failure
about stocks.

Expertise does not automatically make you a better reader of
change. Past a certain point it can make you a wWorse one, because it
hardens into certainty, and certainty stops asking questions. I have
met a lot of very experienced people who were extremely sure about
what AI was going to do to their industry, in both directions, and I
now discount confidence more than I used to. Including my own, es-

pecially my own, and it is still the hardest one to discount.
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| Screamed Shark

Santa Monica Beach, 1987. I was in eleventh grade, Donnie Flaig was
in ninth, and Don Kick was out there with us. Neither of them had
surfed before that day, as far as I know, which is a hedge I have been
using for nearly forty years and neither of them has ever bothered to
correct.

I brought the boards. I brought everything. I was the one who
knew what he was doing.

The three of us were sitting out past the break when I saw a fin.

I screamed at them to paddle in. Then I paddled in, which I want
to be clear about, because in the version I would prefer to tell I stayed
out there shepherding my friends to safety. I did not. I went, and I
yelled at them from the beach.

They stayed where they were. Sitting on their boards. Laughing at
me.

It was a pod of dolphins.

They still bring it up. I have been hearing about it since the Reagan
administration and I expect to hear about it at my funeral, and they
have earned every minute of it.

Here is why it is in this book, because it is not just a story about be-

ing wrong at the beach.

47



That day I was the one trying to protect Donnie. I had the experi-
ence, I had the equipment, I was the one who could read the water,
and I was completely wrong about what I was looking at.

Since then he has been the one protecting me. He has protected
my family through their trust and their planning. He has protected
my business through a situation I did not understand while I was
standing in the middle of it, which is a sentence I can write and can-
not elaborate on, because that part belongs to me and stays with me.

What I can tell you is how he worked, because it is the thing I actu-
ally learned.

He went and got the facts. Not the opinions, not the version any-
body was telling, not the shape of the thing as it appeared to the peo-
ple inside it. The facts, assembled, in order. And because the facts
were assembled, the decision that followed took about four minutes
and there was nothing to argue about.

I have thought about that a lot, because it is the same argument I
make for a living and I did not recognize it until somebody did it to
me. Measurement beats opinion. Not because measurement is moral-
ly superior, but because a decision made on assembled facts is fast and
a decision made on competing opinions is slow and never really
finishes.

The man I was trying to save from a dolphin turned out to be the
one who could see what was actually coming.

And Don, the third one out there laughing at me, is the man who
years later built the wooden stand that held a laptop over my face

when I could not sit up. There is a chapter about that later. I would
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not have predicted either of those things from a beach in 1987.
I am not sure there is a cleaner illustration of expertise being the
wrong instrument, and it is a great deal easier to write about now that

everyone involved has had four decades to enjoy it.
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W hat a Platform Says

One habit has served me better than any framework, and it is not so-
phisticated. When a platform announces something, I treat the an-
nouncement as a claim rather than as information, and I go and mea-
sure what actually happened to the accounts I can see.

I did not arrive at that from principle. I arrived at it from being
wrong. Early on I took product announcements at face value, adjust-
ed budgets around them, and told clients things I had not verified, on
the reasonable-sounding grounds that the company that built the
thing presumably knows what it does.

They know what they built. That is a different question from
what it does to your money in your category this quarter, and they are
not measuring that on your behalf.

The awkward part is that checking is slow, unglamorous, and pro-
duces conclusions that make you unpopular in a room full of people
who have already made a plan. Nobody thanks you for it in the mo-
ment. It is also the single most valuable thing I have ever done for any-
body, and it is a large part of why I think this work stays valuable
when the tools get good.

The largest example I have of this is the next chapter, and it is also
the one place in this book where I am going to ask you to take my

word for something.

50



14

SIxty Thousand Dollars Back

Google announced a new release of broad match at our franchise con-
ference, which was held at Google's own offices.

Broad match is the setting that lets Google decide which searches
your ads should appear for, rather than you deciding. The pitch for
the new release was the usual one: give the system more freedom and
it will find you customers you would not have thought to bid on.

I went and checked what it was actually doing to our accounts.

What I found was wasted clicks. Bogus traffic. Money going out
against searches that had no plausible relationship to a commercial
cleaning contract, at a volume that only becomes visible when you
add it up across roughly a hundred locations rather than looking at
one account and shrugging.

I want to be careful with the language here, because there are two
different accusations available and only one of them is mine. I am not
saying Google took the money dishonestly. I am saying the traffic we
were paying for was not real traffic in any sense that mattered to the
business, and that the new setting was what let it through.

I put the measurement together and I took it to them.

I asked for a hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

I got sixty.
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I have thought about whether to print the first number, because
sixty on its own is the better headline and a hundred and fifty makes
it look like I'lost. I am printing it because it is what happened, and be-
cause the gap is the most honest thing in the story. I did not walk in
and get handed a settlement. I made a case, the case was strong
enough that they did not dismiss it, and then it got negotiated the
way these things get negotiated, and I did not get everything I asked
for.

Opver sixty thousand dollars came back to the company. I have
worked with Google since the beginning and I have never seen a re-
bate like that, before or since.

Now here is what I cannot give you.

I have no documentation. No screenshots, no ticket number, no
letter, nothing I can put in front of you. It was years ago, it happened
inside somebody else's accounts, and I did not leave with a file. This is
my first-hand account of something I did, and that is all it is.

I am also not making a general claim about broad match, then or
now. I measured our accounts, in our categories, at that time. What
was true for us is not automatically true for anybody else, and Google
never characterized the payment or agreed with any explanation of it.

I have gone back and forth about whether to include this at all, in a
book that spends a whole section separating what can be documented
from what cannot.

I am including it for two reasons.
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The first is that the chapter before this one argues that a platform's
announcement is a claim rather than information, and that some-
body has to go and check. This is the largest example I have of doing
exactly that, and leaving it out to keep the sourcing tidy would have
made the book safer and less true.

The second is that I took the payment as evidence the case had
been taken seriously. That is my reading of it and not a fact about
Google. You do not have what I had in front of me at the time, so
weigh the story accordingly.

Take it as what it is. One person's account of one thing he mea-
sured, with the outcome attached, the ask and the settlement both

stated, and the evidence missing.

58



15
The Truck

I was built slightly wrong and nobody knew what it would cost.

My right leg is shorter than my left. The foot on that side is a size
eight against a size twelve on the other. There is no hamstring on the
short side. None of it stopped me playing volleyball at a level that got
me a partial scholarship, and none of it was treated as a problem at the
time, because I was young and it did not hurt yet.

The summer after my senior year a commercial truck rear-ended
me.

I never played competitively again.

I have told that in one sentence because that is how it happened.
There was no arc, no decision, no moment where I weighed my op-
tions. There was a truck, and then there was a different life, and the
second one arrived without any warning that it was starting.

For years afterwards I thought of the truck as the cause of every-
thing that came next.

It was not. I had been playing on a body that was going to charge
me for it eventually, and that was true long before the truck existed.
The truck did not create the problem. It collected on it early, and it
collected all at once instead of over the twenty years it would other-

wise have taken.
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I did not know I had a bill outstanding. Nothing hurt. Every mea-
sure I had said I was fine, and every measure I had was measuring the
wrong thing.

I have since watched businesses run on exactly that arrangement,
and I have listened to a lot of owners explain what happened to them.

AT killed us. Google changed the rules. A competitor came in and
destroyed the market. Advertising stopped working. The economy
turned.

Sometimes that is entirely true and I do not want to be glib about
it. Markets really do move and some of them move violently.

But often what I am being told about is a truck.

The event is real, it is sudden, and it is the thing everybody can
point at. And underneath it, for years, there was a structural condi-
tion nobody had a measure for, because everything looked functional
and the numbers that were being watched were the wrong numbers.

The truck gets blamed for the whole thing. The truck is rarely the
whole thing.

The uncomfortable follow-up question, and I ask it of myself be-
fore I ask it of anybody else, is this: what is currently true about my

business that is not hurting yet.
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The System Was VMoving

Stand completely still and you are still moving.

The planet is turning under you. It is carrying you around the Sun,
and the Sun is carrying the whole arrangement through the galaxy.
You will never feel any of it, because everything you can see is moving
with you at the same rate. People only know it is happening because
somebody built instruments to check, and then checked.

That is the entire use I have for the astronomy, so I am going to
leave it there. What it buys is one sentence, and the sentence is the rea-
son this chapter exists.

A company can repeat the same marketing motions and never re-
turn to the same market.

I did not understand that at Stratus until well after I should have. I
have already told you the part about the name, and about the four
years it took to change it. This is the part underneath that story, and it

is the part I actually think about now.

THE PLAYBOOK STILL LOOKED LIKE THE PLAYBOOK

For most of that period we were running a recognizable operation.
Google Ads brought in leads and we knew what they cost. Search

mattered, so we did the search work. Reviews mattered, so we chased
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reviews. There was a CRM with a pipeline in it, and campaigns that
started and finished, and a reporting rhythm that made the whole
thing feel measured.

None of that was wrong. I want to be careful here, because the
loud version of this argument is that search stopped working, or that
the funnel died, and I do not believe either one and never have.
Search still sends people. The funnel still describes something real,
which is our own internal sequence for handling a lead once it exists.

The problem is narrower and worse. Those systems were no longer
a complete description of where a customer went to decide about us.

They had been, more or less, for a long stretch. There was a period
when a facilities manager looking for a cleaning vendor typed some-
thing into Google, looked at a page of results, clicked two or three,
and the entire encounter with our category happened inside a surface
we could work on directly. Get the listing right, get the page right, get
the ad right, and you were in the room where the decision happened.

That is the assumption that quietly expired.

WHERE THE DECIDING ACTUALLY MOVED

By the end of the period I am describing, the deciding was scattered.
Somebody would meet us first in a map listing with a star rating at-
tached. Or in a review, written by a customer of one franchisee in one
market, which they had no reason to read as anything other than a
statement about the whole company. Or in a comparison page writ-
ten by a third party who had never spoken to us and had ranked us

anyway. Or in a social post from an operator. Or, increasingly, in a
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generated answer that summarized the category and named some
companies in it, assembled from sources we did not control and did
not always know about.

Then, sometimes, after all of that, they arrived at something we
had actually written.

Every one of those surfaces existed before. What changed was the
order and the weight. The material we controlled moved from being
the first thing a customer met to being the thing they checked our
reputation against, and by the time they got to it the useful part of
the decision had frequently already happened.

There is one outside measurement in this book and it belongs here
as well as where I first used it. The Pew Research Center found that
Google users clicked a result on 8 percent of visits where an Al sum-
mary appeared, against 15 percent where one did not. I am not going
to build a theory on one study. I am going to say what it is: indepen-
dent evidence that the answer surface and the click surface have come
apart, published while I was still arguing internally about a name.

The point is not that any single one of these channels became
dominant. It is that the number of places where a stranger forms a
first opinion went up, our share of those places went down, and al-

most none of the new ones offer a correction mechanism.

THE CORRECTION STOPPED BEING AVAILABLE

I said earlier that a person will let you correct them. Somebody reads
Stratus Building Solutions, decides we put up buildings, and you get

four seconds and a small laugh to fix it. I watched that happen thous-
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ands of times and treated it as free.

A ranking system does not offer the four seconds. It reads the
name, the category, the description, the listings, the reviews and the
content, notices whether those agree with each other, places you
somewhere, and moves on. If it places you adjacent to your category
rather than in it, nothing errors. You are simply not in the answer,
and no report you run afterward has a line on it for the answer you
were not in.

So the confusion tax got worse without anything about the confu-
sion changing. The same ambiguous name, priced by a different sys-
tem, at a moment when more of the deciding was being done by that
system. That is the mechanism I could not articulate at the time and

can now.

THE SENTENCE | WISH | HAD SAID IN 2022

Here is the thing I was arguing for, and here is the thing I should have
been arguing for.

I was arguing that a clearer name would perform better. Which is
true, and it is a claim about our position inside an arrangement I was
treating as fixed. A better headline, a better category signal, a better
result on a page I still pictured as a page.

Stratus did not need a better position in the old system. It needed
to recognize that the system itself was moving.

Those two arguments call for different work and they call for it on
different timelines. The first one is a project with an end date. The

second one says that whatever you do now has to keep agreeing with
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itself while the ground it sits on keeps moving, which is not a project
at all.

I had the smaller argument and I made it for four years.

WHAT THE RESPONSE ACTUALLY HAD TO BE

Once you take the second version seriously, the shape of the work
changes and it stops being a marketing job.

The name had to answer the category question, because that signal
is read by everything. But the reviews had to be real, recent and con-
sistent across roughly a hundred locations, because that is the most
portable trust signal a local business has and it is read by people and
machines at the same time. The listings had to say the same thing as
the site. The description had to say the same thing as the listings. The
CRM had to know what actually happened to a lead, because a com-
pany that cannot see its own follow-up cannot tell the difference be-
tween a market problem and an operator problem. The operators had
to deliver the experience the reviews were promising, and that meant
recruitment and training, which are not marketing functions at all.

None of those items is exotic. What is hard is that they have to
agree, and they have to keep agreeing, because the thing being scored
is the agreement.

That is why the four years of work that happened while the name
argument dragged on turned out to matter as much as the identity
did, and possibly more. Reviews and the trust work underneath
them, franchise recruitment, training, the HubSpot data and the ac-

countability that came with it, standardized reporting, the social
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strategy: those moved for four years while the name did not. I spent a
good deal of that period frustrated that the visible piece was stuck.
Looking back, the system was being rebuilt underneath the sign the
whole time, which is roughly the opposite of what it felt like.

I did not have a name for that way of working then. I call it
Adaptive Brand Management now, and the definition lives with the

company that sells it rather than here.

WHAT STRATUSCLEAN DID AND DID NOT DO

When the identity went live in April 2026, the thing it removed was
interpretive work.

A stranger reading the new name does not have to place us. A
search system reading it does not have to reconcile a construction sig-
nal with a cleaning service. A franchisee explaining the company at a
chamber breakfast does not open with a correction. The four seconds
go away, at every one of those surfaces at once, which is the only rea-
son a name is worth four years of anybody's political capital.

What it did not do is cause the growth that preceded it, and I want
that stated plainly in the chapter rather than only in the back of the
book. The name did not exist for most of the four-year period. It can-
not be credited with what happened during it. The tidy version of
this story, in which a company changes its name and the numbers go
up, is not true, and it is the version I would have to tell if I wanted this

to read as a case study.
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DOCUMENTED, COMPANY DATA, INTERPRETATION

Documented. Stratus Building Solutions is now StratusClean. The
change was announced at the 2025 annual meeting and the identity
went live in April 2026. Entrepreneur has ranked the company number
one on its Fastest-Growing Franchises list four years running, 2023
through 2026; the 2023, 2024 and 2026 rankings are confirmed on
Entrepreneur's own pages, and the 2025 ranking comes from the
International Franchise Association and from the company rather than
from Entrepreneur directly.

Company data, and not independently audited. The franchise system's
average Google star rating moved from 3.4 to 4.7. That is a Google star
rating and nothing else. System revenue roughly doubled over the four-
year transformation period. The network ran to roughly a hundred loca-
tions and that number moved throughout.

Interpretation, and labeled as such. That the category clarity removed
real friction, that the consistency across the network mattered at least as
much as the name, and that starting the shift away from paid acquisition
before the paid model came under pressure was worth more than doing
it afterward. | believe all three. | cannot isolate any of them, there was no
control group, and Sources and Notes says so at greater length.

WHAT THIS IS ACTUALLY A STORY ABOUT

The reason I keep this one and retell it is not that it worked. Plenty of
things work.

It is that every part of it was visible years before anybody acted, in-
cluding to me, and it still took four years, and the delay was not
caused by stupidity or by anybody being asleep. It was caused by the

fact that the old system was still producing revenue, the drag was dist-
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ributed across thousands of interactions nobody was counting, and
the environment underneath the whole operation was moving at a
speed that no monthly report is built to display.

A company in that position does not get a moment where it is re-
quired to act. That is the whole difficulty. There is no quarter where
the graph breaks, no customer who writes in to say they could not tell
what you did so they hired somebody else, and no notification from
anybody that you have stopped appearing in an answer you used to
appear in.

You just become slightly harder to find, slightly harder to under-
stand, slightly harder to verify, and slightly easier to leave out. Repeat
that across enough surfaces and enough years and it does not read as a
failure. It reads as a company that used to come up more often than it
does now.

That is what vanishing looks like from the inside, and it is why the

argument in this book is about moving before anything forces you to.
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W hy Waiting Is So Reasonable

Most businesses do not miss a shift because they are lazy or stupid.
They miss it because the old system still works. It just works slightly
less well than it used to.

Revenue is still coming in. The team is busy. Acquisition cost has
crept up but not alarmingly. Organic traffic is down a bit, and there
are always reasons for that. None of it presents as an emergency, and
the pressure to change is diffuse instead of acute.

Then one quarter the numbers do not bounce back. Or a competi-
tor who started three years ago is suddenly the obvious answer in your
category and you cannot work out when that happened. At that
point catching up costs a multiple of what staying current would
have cost, and you are paying it from a weaker position.

The moment to move is while the old thing is still working, which
is exactly the moment when the case for moving is hardest to make
and the person making it sounds like an alarmist.

I have been that person in that room. I understand why nobody
wanted to hear it. I also think, having now watched it play out, that

the room was wrong and so was I, in different ways at the same time.
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EXPECTATIONS JUMP, THEY DO NOT DRIFT

The other thing that catches people is that customer expectations do
not rise smoothly. They sit still for a while and then they move in a
step, usually because somebody in an adjacent category raised the
standard and now everybody has been trained.

People now expect to find accurate information about a business
before they engage with it. They expect reviews, plenty of them, re-
cent ones. They expect a site that works properly on a phone. They
expect the answer to arrive in a few seconds, from whatever they hap-
pen to be asking, without them having to go and look.

None of those expectations were built by your competitors. They
were built by the largest companies in the world spending enormous
amounts of money, and then applied to you.

If you built those systems years ago, the jump is a moat. You did
not do anything on the day the standard moved, and you were sud-
denly further ahead. If you did not, then every customer who was
considering you is doing the same research and finding somebody
who did.

That asymmetry is why I keep pushing the timing argument. The
work is the same work either way. It is only the cost that changes, and

it changes a lot.

ADAPTATION IS A POSTURE, NOT A PROJECT

The other mistake, and this one I see constantly, is treating adapta-

tion as something you complete.
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The website gets rebuilt. The branding gets refreshed. A review
campaign runs. And then everybody exhales, because the adapting
has been done, and the market is expected to hold still for a few years
out of politeness.

It will not. It never has. The businesses that stay in front of this are
not the ones that had one excellent year of investment. They are the
ones that built noticing into how they operate, so the next shift ar-
rives as an adjustment instead of an emergency.

That is a harder thing to sell than a project, because it never finish-

es and there is no ribbon to cut. It is also the version I have seen work.
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PART FOUR

I'ragmented Brands
Create Fragmented
Trust
Complexity arrives one reasonable decision at a time. Every

individual call can be defensible while the whole thing is

still wrong.
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\ Portlfolio. Not a Business

My father could not build the Christmas present.

It was a Big Wheel, the plastic tricycle with the oversized front
wheel, and it came in a box in pieces, and he had got as far as opening
it and stopped. On Christmas Eve he came and got me, quietly, and
took me out to the garage to build it with him.

I was small enough that I could not read the instructions. I looked
at the picture on the box and laid the parts out in the order they had
to go.

I do not think my mother knows to this day.

I have been building things from pictures since before I could read
the instructions. Forty-something years later, that was becoming a
problem.

At one point I could have sat you down and shown you dozens of
domains I owned, and explained exactly why each one mattered.

I want to be clear that I could really do this. It was not a hoard.
Every property had a reason. This one owned an idea I did not want
somebody else to own. This one was the natural home for a particular
kind of reader. This one existed because a term was going to matter in
two years and it was cheap now. If you had challenged any single one
of them I would have had an answer, and the answer would have been
decent.

That was the problem.
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The reasoning was fine at the level of each decision and cat-
astrophic at the level of the whole. I had not built a company. I had
built a portfolio, and I had done it the way most founders do, which
is one entirely defensible choice at a time over several years.

Here is what I eventually noticed, and I noticed it late.

I was organizing the company around things I had built. Websites
are outputs. They are the residue of work, not the structure of a busi-
ness, and when you arrange a company around its outputs you end
up with a company whose shape is a record of your own history
rather than a description of what it does for anyone.

The question I had been asking was where does this domain fit. It
is a reasonable question and it has an answer for everything, which is
why it is dangerous. Any asset can be made to fit somewhere if you
are motivated.

The question that fixed it was which system does this strengthen.

That one has a lot of no in it. Under that question most of what I
owned did not have a job. It had a personality, which is different, and
a personality is not something a customer can use.

It simplified fast after that, and the sentence I still use for it is that
the websites finally had jobs instead of personalities. One educates.
One explains the behavioral model. One assesses where a business ac-
tually stands. One takes responsibility for the outcome. One measures
and improves. If a property could not answer which of those it was
doing, it was not load-bearing, and it went quiet.

I am not going to tell you that was painless. Some of those were

ideas I liked.
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The CRVM Was Not Soltware

For four years I was the internal point person for the entire HubSpot
ecosystem at the company. Not the marketing dashboards. The whole
thing, including being the only person in the building who did day to
day technical support on .

That reads like a complaint and it is not. It was one of the most
useful jobs I have ever had, and it taught me something I could not
have learned from the outside.

Here is what I expected. I expected the work to be about the soft-
ware. Fields, workflows, integrations, the parts you can read about.
Some of it was.

What it turned out to be was a job about the company.

A CRM does not create a system. It exposes whether one exists.
You can buy excellent software, install it properly, train everybody on
it, and still end up with bad data, because the data was always bad and
nothing before now required anybody to look at it in one place. You
can have inconsistent behavior between two teams that each think
they are doing it right, and never discover the inconsistency until
both of them are typing into the same box.

Every problem I was asked to fix in that system was described to

me as a software problem. Almost none of them were.
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Handofts that had never been agreed. Ownership that had never
been assigned, so a record sat with nobody. Definitions that quietly
meant two different things depending on who was using them.
Adoption that looked complete and was not, because a couple of peo-
ple had opted out privately and nobody wanted to be the one to say
s0.

The software did not cause any of that. It just made it visible, all at
once, on a screen where the people who could fix it were finally
looking.

The uncomfortable part is that being the person who can see it
does not make you the person who can change it. I could show any-
body the report. I could not make two departments agree on what a
qualified lead was, and until they did the report was going to keep be-
ing wrong in the same way every month.

This is one of the roots of everything I later built for my own com-
pany, and it is why I do not describe what I sell as software. The real
system lives between the software and the people. It is made of agree-
ments, ownership, definitions and follow up, and the tool is where
you can see whether any of that is actually happening.

When a company tells me their CRM is not working, I now ask

what it is showing them. Usually it is working perfectly.
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They Changed the Route and Told
Nobody

Three hours into driving two bus loads of students to a winter retreat
in the Santa Cruz mountains, I looked out of the window and real-
ized we were going the wrong way.

I asked the driver why we had changed course. Mudslide. The
route we had planned was closed, and he had picked a different one.

He was right. It was the correct call, made by the person best
placed to make it, using information the rest of us did not have.

It was also a failure, and I have thought about it for years.

Because the decision was made without telling anybody else, the
band took the original route. So did the musicians. So did the luggage
truck, which is the one that really mattered, since it had everybody's
bags in it. Several separate groups of people spent the afternoon dri-
ving toward a road that was shut, and then spent the evening trying to
work out where everyone else had gone.

Nothing about the driver's judgment was wrong. The cost landed
entirely on the people who were not in the conversation.

There is a smaller and more uncomfortable half to this, which is
that I was responsible for two buses full of other people's children

and I found out about the change three hours in, by looking out of a
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window. Nobody hid it from me. It simply did not occur to anybody
that I needed to know, and it did not occur to me to ask, because
from where I sat everything was fine.

I have watched the same shape play out in businesses more times
than I can count. Somebody makes a good decision quickly. The deci-
sion is correct. It gets communicated to the people it directly affects
and to nobody else, and three weeks later a team is still building
against a plan that was abandoned.

The instinct when this happens is to add process. More meetings,
more sign off, more people in the loop, which slows down the exact
fast decision making you wanted in the first place.

I do not think that is the answer. What I have come to think is that
the obligation is not to consult everybody. It is to broadcast after-
wards, quickly, to a wider circle than feels necessary. The driver did
not need my permission. He needed to say, on the radio, that the
route had changed.

A correct decision that nobody hears about is still a failure, and it
fails in a way that is particularly hard to spot, because everybody in-

volved in making it remembers doing the right thing.
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W hen Tt Is Not Your Fault

Most fragmentation is not one person's collection. It accumulates
across an organization, and it is much harder to see because every-
body involved is doing their job correctly.

The website says one thing. The sales team, who talk to actual cus-
tomers all day, have evolved a slightly better version and use that in-
stead. The printed material is on last year's positioning because
reprinting is expensive. The social account has a different personality
because a different person runs it, and they are good at it. One loca-
tion has professional signage and the one two hours away has a sign
somebody made themselves, which is the most honest thing in the
whole system.

Nobody did anything wrong. Every one of those choices had a rea-
son a manager could defend.

But a customer does not experience your company one depart-
ment at a time. They assemble it, from whatever fragments they hap-
pen to encounter, into a single impression, and a set of signals that do
not agree with each other assembles into a business that is hard to be
confident about.

Trust requires predictability. Predictability requires consistency. A
fragmented brand is by definition unpredictable, which means it is
asking every customer to take more on faith than a coherent

competit-
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or is asking. Most of them will not do it, and none of them will tell
you that is why.

For a franchise system this gets worse rather than staying the same,
because the inconsistency is not damaging one market, it is damaging
the brand everywhere the inconsistency is visible. A customer who
has a good experience in one city and a mediocre one in another does
not conclude that one operator is weaker. They conclude that the
brand does not mean anything reliable, and they start judging loca-
tion by location, which is work, and which no brand should be mak-

ing its customers do.

WHY FRANCHISES GET HIT HARDEST

Franchise systems are unusually exposed to this, and the reason is
arithmetic rather than culture.

A single-location business that is inconsistent damages trust in one
market. A franchise that is inconsistent damages trust in the brand, in
every market where a customer can see the inconsistency, which in
practice is everywhere, because reviews and listings are not geographi-
cally bounded any more.

Then it becomes a loop. Inconsistent delivery produces weaker re-
views. Weaker reviews make customers work harder to decide, so few-
er of them decide. Harder acquisition means less money, and less
money makes it harder to invest in the standards and training that

produce consistency in the first place.
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I have watched franchisors try to break that loop with marketing
spend, and it does not break with marketing spend. It breaks with op-
erational discipline, applied unevenly at first, defended for years,
which is slow and boring and works.

The uncomfortable part for a franchisor is that the operators who
most need the standards are usually the ones with the least margin to
absorb them, and telling somebody with a thin month that their sig-
nage is costing the network is a conversation that goes badly. Thatis a
real problem and I do not have a clean answer to it. What I know is
that the systems which got through it are the ones where the standard
was demonstrably making individual operators money, not just mak-

ing the brand tidier.
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Coherence Costs Less Than Repair

There is a quieter kind of fragmentation that has almost nothing to
do with design.

A business can have an excellent website and a Google listing that
has not been touched in three years. Consistent social accounts and
directory entries all over the web with three different phone numbers.
A strong story on the homepage and reviews underneath it that de-
scribe a different company.

Search and AI systems read all of that at once. When the signals
agree, they reinforce each other and you get placed confidently. When
they disagree, you get averaged into something vague, or skipped in
favor of a competitor who is easier to be sure about.

In an environment where a machine is doing the first round of rec-
ommending, consistency stopped being an aesthetic standard and be-
came a discoverability requirement. That is a strange sentence to

write and it is accurate.

ONLY ONE OF THESE COSTS SHOWS UP AS A LINE ITEM

The investment required to unify a brand is real and nobody should
pretend otherwise. It needs standards, training, enforcement, and

somebody whose job it is to notice drift. In a franchise system it needs
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alignment across independent operators who have their own priori-
ties and their own money at risk, which is a negotiation rather than
an instruction.

I am not going to tell you that is easy. I watched it take four years.

But the alternative is not free either, it is just invisible.
Fragmentation erodes trust slowly and quietly, and rebuilding trust
that has already eroded takes years, while maintaining consistency
takes discipline. Those are both costs. Only one of them shows up as
a line item, which is exactly why the wrong one usually gets chosen.

The most consistent brands in any category are rarely the most cre-
ative or the best funded. They are the ones that said the same true
thing, the same way, in the same voice, for long enough that the mar-

ket stopped being able to imagine the category without them.
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Running It From Bed

|
o
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The business kept running. The operator could not sit up.

For a stretch of years I could not sit upright, and I ran the company
from my bed.

Don Kick built me a wooden stand that held a laptop above my
face while I lay flat. Wireless keyboard on my lap.

He is the third man in the water in the shark chapter. In 1987 1
was the one trying to save him from a pod of dolphins. Thirty-some-
thing years later he built the thing that let me keep working. That is
the whole picture and I do not need to give you more of the medical
detail than that: multiple surgeries, a fusion, and a back that has been
in pain every day since a truck hit me.

In the next room the office was still an office. Servers in the closet, a
backup connection to a building downtown, a generator, and four

employees who came in and did their jobs.
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There is an inspirational version of this chapter and it is useless, so
I'am not going to write it.

This is not a story about overcoming anything. I did not overcome
it. Tam still in pain, and I was in pain the entire time.

It is a story about what a constraint does to a system.

Everything that could be made not to depend on me physically had
been, one problem at a time, over months. Not because I planned it.
Because I could not stand up, and each thing that broke had to be
solved in a way that did not require me to stand up.

That is a strange way to discover something I now believe: a busi-
ness that depends on one person being physically available has not
built enough system, and most owners never find out which parts
those are, because nothing forces the test.

I got the test whether I wanted it or not.

And what I learned from it is not really about redundancy or in-
frastructure. It is that the pieces which survived were the ones where
somebody else knew what to do next, and the pieces which stopped
were the ones where the knowledge was in my head and only in my
head.

That is the same problem as the next chapter, arrived at from a dif-

ferent direction.
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The Company Had No Memory

For a long time I thought what I was missing was visibility into all of
this. More dashboards. Better reporting. Something that would show
me the state of everything at once.

That was wrong, and working out why took me an embarrassing
amount of building.

The pattern that kept happening was this. Something would
break. Somebody would notice, eventually. It would get fixed, usually
well. And then a few weeks later something structurally similar would
happen somewhere else in the business, and we would work it out
again from scratch, as though it were new.

I did not have a reporting problem. The company had no memory.

A dashboard tells you the current state of things. It does not re-
member that this exact thing happened in March, what we decided,
whether the decision worked, and what we said we would do differ-
ently. If the only place that knowledge lives is in the founder's head,
then the business has not learned anything. It has just been near
somebody who learned it, and that is not the same thing at all, espe-
cially on the days that person is unavailable or tired or wrong.

So the thing I ended up building was not automation.
Automation without memory just repeats the same mistake more ef-
ficiently. What was actually needed was for the company to notice, re-

member, and be responsible for the follow-up: a failed process raises
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an alert, a customer struggling early gets help before they give up, a
leak in the path to purchase becomes work assigned to somebody,
ground we were losing gets flagged while it is still recoverable, and a
question researched once is available the next time it comes up instead
of being researched again.

The test I use now is a single question. How will the company no-
tice this next time without me.

If the honest answer is that it will not, then I have not built a sys-
tem. I have just been paying attention, and attention is not transfer-

able and does not scale.
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PART FIVE

\Visibility Is No Longer
Optional
You do not own the platforms your customers use to check

whether you are real. I learned that in front of about a

hundred angry people.
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They Liked Me

S 4 NOBODY TO CALL

PEOPLE TRYING TO CHECK

The place where customers go to verify you, switched off, with nobody to call.

They liked me. They just did not think I was very good at my job.

That is the honest summary of a couple of years of my life, and I
have made peace with it, mostly.

The company had roughly a hundred franchise locations. Each of
them had a Google Business Profile, which is the listing that appears
when somebody searches for a local business: the map pin, the hours,
the phone number, the reviews. For a local service business it is not a
marketing asset. It is the front door.

Profiles kept getting suspended.

Sometimes it was a content mismatch, where what Google under-
stood about the business and what the listing said did not line up.

Sometimes an office moved, legitimately, the way offices do, and the
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move itself triggered a suspension. Sometimes there was no dis-
cernible reason at all.

A suspended profile does not just stop bringing in customers. It re-
moves the place where a satisfied customer would have vouched for
you. Somebody finishes a job, is genuinely happy, goes to leave a re-
view, and there is nowhere to leave it. You cannot build trust in a loca-
tion that has been switched off.

And there was nobody to call.

That is the part people who have not lived it find hard to believe.
There were once actual humans at Google you could reach, and by
this point there were not, not for a business of that size. You submit-
ted a form into a system and waited. Sometimes it came back reinstat-
ed with no explanation. Sometimes it came back rejected with no ex-
planation. Some locations stayed suspended for more than seven
months.

I was the expert in the room. I was the person whose job it was to
solve exactly this, and I could not solve it. So I got yelled at, in meet-
ings and outside them, by franchise owners who were losing real
money while I explained again that we had submitted the appeal and
were waiting.

It would be easy to write this as a story about being wronged.

They were not wrong to want results. Every one of those people
had bought a business and been told marketing was handled, and
from where they were sitting the marketing person was producing

eXp-
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lanations instead of listings. If I had been them I would have been an-
gry too, and I would probably have been less polite about it than they
were.

It became one of the biggest reasons the company changed agen-
cies. And I will tell you what happened next, because it is the only
part that lets me off the hook and it took years to arrive.

The new agency could not fix it either.

This was not a small firm. It was one of the largest and best regard-
ed agencies in franchise marketing, with resources I did not have and
relationships I did not have. Locations stayed suspended for months
under their watch too.

So the problem was never that I was bad at my job, although I
spent a long time assuming it was. The problem was structural, and it
is the point of this chapter.

We did not control the platform through which our customers
were trying to verify that we were real.

Google was not the villain here. A platform that hosts business list-
ings has to fight fraud constantly, at a scale I do not think most people
appreciate, and a system that never suspends anybody would be
worthless. The enforcement is going to be automated, and automated
enforcement is going to be wrong sometimes, and when it is wrong
about you there is no room to argue in.

There is no conspiracy in any of that. It is simply the arrangement

now, and the arrangement is not going to change back.
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W hat That Means for a Business

Your visibility lives in places you do not own, and it can be interrupt-
ed without warning, without explanation, and without anybody to
appeal to.

You cannot prevent that. What you can do is notice it fast, and
have more than one place where you exist.

The businesses that got hurt worst were the ones for whom the
profile was the entire front door. When it went dark, they went dark.
The ones with a real website that ranked on its own, an actual body
of content answering the questions customers ask, reviews in more
than one location, and consistent information wherever a machine
might look, lost a channel instead of losing everything.

I would not have described that as resilience at the time. I would
have described it as good marketing. It is resilience, and I think about
it that way now.

The other half is noticing. For months, nobody had a reliable pic-
ture of how many locations were suspended at any given moment, be-
cause the answer changed constantly and no single person was look-
ing. Somebody has to be watching the places where your business is
represented, because when one of them stops representing you cor-
rectly, nobody is coming to tell you.

Something I did not understand until I watched it happen to indi-

vidual operators: the cost of a dark listing is not evenly spread.
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A franchise owner in a large market with an established book of
business loses inbound inquiries and feels it as a slow month. A newer
operator, whose whole pipeline is people finding them and checking
whether they look legitimate, loses close to everything, and loses it
during the period where they have the least cash to absorb it. Same
suspension, same brand, completely different consequence.

That is worth saying because of how these decisions get made cen-
trally. When the report says inquiries are down some percentage
across the network, the number is an average and averages hide the
people it is actually happening to. The operators shouting at me in
those meetings were not the ones with the biggest losses in absolute
terms. They were the ones for whom the loss was the difference be-
tween continuing and not.

I did not weight it that way at the time. I treated it as one problem
affecting a hundred locations, because that is how the dashboard pre-

sented it.

WHAT | WOULD DO DIFFERENTLY

I would have stopped defending my competence and started describ-
ing the mechanism, much earlier.

For a long time my answer to the suspensions was that we had ap-
pealed and were waiting, which is true and useless. What I should
have said, on day one, is that we do not own this channel, we cannot

compel a decision on it, here is what we are doing anyway, and here is
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what we are building so that when it happens again we are not entire-
ly dependent on it. That is a worse answer emotionally and a much
better one strategically, and people can act on it.

I would also have built the noticing first. We spent months with-
out a reliable count of how many locations were suspended at any giv-
en moment, and you cannot manage something you have to reassem-
ble by hand every time somebody asks.

And I would have owned the parts we could own harder and earli-
er. The website, the content, the review systems, the consistency of
our information everywhere a machine might read it. None of that is
glamorous and all of it is yours in a way a platform listing never is.

The general version is this. Find the parts of your visibility that
somebody else controls, assume each of them will fail at the worst
possible moment, and make sure that when one does you lose a chan-

nel instead of a business.
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The Day I Scored 10000

Some years later, working on my own company, I was measuring how
well we owned particular ideas. Not keywords in the old sense, but
territory: the concepts and questions and phrases that a market even-
tually associates with a business. If somebody asks a machine about a
subject, whose language does it use.

One of our terms came back at 100%.

I would like to tell you I was immediately suspicious. I was not.
For a good few minutes I thought we had won something.

Then I looked at which term it was, and the reason we owned it
completely became obvious. Nobody else wanted it. It was a phrase
precise enough that we were essentially the only people using it, and
the reason we were the only people using it is that almost nobody was
searching for it or arguing about it or building anything on it.

We owned an empty room, and the scoreboard was congratulating
us for it.

Meanwhile the term that actually mattered commercially, the one
attached to what we sell and how we describe the work, was hard.
Competitors. Definitions that drift depending on who is talking.
Weak association with us. That number was uncomfortable and it
was the real one.

A green number can measure irrelevance perfectly.
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I have since become suspicious of any metric I have not personally
tried to break, and I am not going to claim we have always got that
right. There is a longer version of this story where chasing a score ac-
tively cost us something. I come back to it in Part Six, because it hap-

pened with an Al in the loop and it deserves the room.
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The Button Sold the Wrong
Product

Somebody completed the evaluation on our own diagnostic, read the
result, trusted it, clicked the button we had put there, and the site
handed them a different product.

I want to walk through that slowly, because every individual piece
of it worked.

The evaluation ran correctly. It measured what it was supposed to
measure and produced a genuine result. The result recommended a
specific membership, which was the right recommendation for that
business. The call to action underneath it was the correct call to ac-
tion. The link even carried the right membership in the address, so
the intent was still intact at the moment of the click.

Then the join page loaded, and it loaded the cheaper plan.

Nobody would have found that by looking at the marketing. The
copy was fine. The design was fine. Traffic was fine. If you had asked
me that week what our biggest conversion problem was, I would have
given you a thoughtful answer about positioning, and I would have
been wrong, because the actual problem was a customer who had al-
ready decided to buy being handed the wrong thing at the last step.

This is the part of the work that almost nobody looks at, and I in-

clude myself for years.
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An enormous amount of marketing attention goes to the top of
the process. Getting found, getting attention, getting the click.
Comparatively little goes to what happens in the four seconds after
somebody decides they are interested, which is where the actual mon-
ey is either collected or lost.

The reason is not stupidity. It is that the top of the process is
where the impressive numbers live. You can put traffic on a chart and
it looks like progress. A handoff failure between two pages does not
appear on any chart at all, because from the outside it looks like some-
body browsed and did not buy, which is the most ordinary thing in
the world.

I have a rule now and it costs almost nothing. Once a quarter,
somebody goes and buys from us. Not tests, buys. All the way
through, on a phone, on the connection a normal person has, with
the card. It takes twenty minutes and it has found more real problems
than any audit I have paid for.

Marketing does not end at the click. Intent has to survive every

handoff, and every handoff is a place where it can quietly die.
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Just Stop and Think

Johnny Karls left the film and television industry to shoot a docu-
mentary with Francis Chan called Just Stop and Think. I built the
website, ran the DVD sales and ran the YouTube.

That was about twenty years ago and it is still running.

I mention it because of what people assume about me, which is
that I came to content and distribution recently, through marketing,
as a discipline. I did not. I ran a large distribution operation before
that was a job title, at a point where there was no established way to
do any of it and nothing to buy off a shelf.

I went and counted it properly while writing this, because I did
not want to put a vague word like large in a book that has a chapter
about unsourced numbers.

At least 2,644,962 documented views, across twelve uploads I
could quantify, in four languages.

That figure is a floor and not a ceiling. I found two further copies
and deliberately left them out rather than estimate them, which is the
same rule this whole book runs on. The domain is gone: it was
hacked repeatedly and became too expensive to defend, so we let it go.
The DVDs stopped years ago. The YouTube footprint is what con-
tinued, and it continued without anybody maintaining it.

Two things I learned there that I have never stopped using.
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The first is that scale is mostly logistics and almost never inspira-
tion. Everybody wants to talk about the idea. The work is fulfillment,
hosting, payments, the copies that arrive damaged, and answering the
same eleven questions for years.

The second took longer and it is the reason there is another chap-

ter immediately after this one.
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W e Could Never Get the Branded
Page to Outrank 1t

Here is the part of that number I did not tell you.

Sixty one percent of it is not on our channel.

A man who loved Francis Chan uploaded the film to his own
channel. He was not a pirate and he was not a competitor. He told us
he was helping, and I believe he meant it, and for a while it looked like
a nice problem to have.

Then he stopped replying.

I told him it could hurt the church, and possibly its nonprofit sta-
tus, and that Johnny's credit was wrong in his description. Nothing
came back. The copy stayed up. It ran ads. It earned him money. And
the official page, the one belonging to the people who actually made
the film, could never outrank it.

That is my first-hand account of what I watched happen, not a
finding anybody adjudicated. I am not naming the channel. He is a
private person, the story does not need him identified, and identify-
ing him now would be a strange kind of revenge twenty years late.

What I need you to notice is the shape of it.

The damage did not come from an enemy. It came from a support-
er, which is exactly why nobody stopped it early. You do not send a le-
gal letter to a fan in week one. You send a friendly message, and then a

slightly less friendly one, and by the time you have decided this is act-
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ually a problem, the copy has been up for two years, it has the watch
history, it has the signals, and the algorithm has decided which ver-
sion of your own work is the real one.

And it could not be fixed by explaining, because explaining as-
sumes somebody is listening.

This is the failure my company now exists to prevent, and I lived it
twenty years before the company existed. It took me most of that time
to understand what I had actually seen. I thought at the time that we
had a copyright problem. We did not. We had a problem where the
market, and then the machines, had formed a view about who owned
something, and our being correct had no mechanism by which to
reach them.

The owner of the work could not make the owner's page the
answer.

If you take one sentence out of this book, that is a reasonable

candidate.
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[t Is Happening To VMe Now

I need to add something to that chapter, because while I was writing
this book it started happening to me.

Digilu's own Google Business Profile is suspended. It has been sus-
pended for more than five months.

I want to be careful about how I put this, because I am the person
who spent years being unable to fix exactly this for other people, and
there is an obvious joke available here that I am not going to make. It
is not funny when it is your listing.

I did not do anything to cause it. I am aware that everybody says
that, so let me be more precise: nothing about how the profile was set
up changed, no policy I can identify was violated, and the suspension
arrived as a policy action rather than as a response to anything I sub-
mitted. That is my account of it and I cannot prove it to you, which is
itself part of the problem I am describing.

Here is what five months of trying to get a listing reinstated actual-
ly looks like, in case you have never been through it.

I bought business cards. Not for clients. For the appeal.

I had car magnets made.

I have recorded and submitted video after video, walking through
the office, showing signage, showing the space, showing that a real
company operates from a real place, over and over, because each sub-

mission is either rejected or ignored and each rejection carries no exp-
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lanation you can act on. You cannot ask a follow up question. There
is no thread. You submit into a form and then you wait, and when the
answer comes back it does not tell you which part was wrong.

I have one appeal route left open. I am going to use it carefully, be-
cause it is the last one.

Now hold that next to the earlier chapter, where a hundred fran-
chise owners were furious with me because their listings were sus-
pended and I could not get them back. I understood their anger at the
time. I did not feel it.

I feel it now.

And this is the part that belongs in a book rather than in a com-
plaint. Nothing about my expertise helped. I know more about this
specific problem than almost anybody, I have the relationships, I have
the tools, I have written about it, and I am in exactly the same queue
as a plumber in Ohio with no marketing department at all. The
queue does not know who I am and there is nobody in it to tell.

That is not a platform being unfair. It is a platform operating at a
scale where individual judgment is not available, which is a different
thing and a permanent one.

So the argument I made earlier stands and I have now paid for it
twice. Your visibility lives in places you do not own. Own more of it
than feels necessary, notice fast when a channel goes dark, and build
the rest of your presence so that losing one of them costs you a chan-
nel instead of a business.

I am living inside my own chapter. It is not enjoyable and it is very

good evidence.
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Three People With the Same
Problem

I am helping three people with their personal brands, and I have
known all three of them for a very long time.

Bryant Benitez and Jenysia I have known since they were in high
school. Chris Simning I have known for more than twenty years.

Bryant writes children's books. Chris does pulpit supply and
speaks at youth camps, and he has written a book called Scribbles.
Jenysia is a singer and songwriter. Of the three, Chris is the furthest
along.

None of them was ever a pitch. I have known them for decades, I
watched each of them get good at something, and at some point it be-
came obvious that the thing they were good at was invisible, and that
this happens to be the one problem I know how to work on. So I
started working on it. What it turned into afterwards was a conse-
quence rather than a plan.

Chris arrived as a lead, and where the lead came from is the part
worth noticing. He came out of the Francis Chan work, which is the
documentary a few chapters back: unpaid distribution work in the
early two thousands that produced a working relationship in 2026.

Nobody forecasts that.
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The same thing happened at the church in 1989, and I have made
my peace with the fact that it is how work starts for me. It is not a
strategy and I do not recommend it as one.

Here is what all three have in common, and it is the reason they are
in this book.

Each of them is good at the thing. That was never in question.
What none of them had was any way for a stranger to find them, place
them, and decide whether to trust them, in the small number of sec-
onds a stranger gives you before moving on.

A children's author whose books are good and whose name re-
turns nothing useful. A speaker who is excellent in the room and in-
visible outside it, which for somebody whose entire pipeline is being
recommended and then looked up is not a small gap, and a book that
almost nobody searching for him will ever find. A songwriter with
the recordings done and nowhere for anybody to arrive.

If you have read this far you will recognize the shape, because it is
the same shape as a hundred franchise locations with suspended list-
ings and a cleaning company called Building Solutions. It is just small-
er, and being smaller makes the mechanism easier to see rather than
less important.

A personal brand is the hardest version of this, and I want to be
precise about why.

With a company you can change the name. StratusClean is proof
that you can, at real cost and over four years, but you can. With a per-

son, the core is fixed. It is their name, their face, their actual work and
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their actual character, and none of it is available for repositioning.
Everything you can change is downstream of something you cannot.

That sounds limiting. It is the opposite. It means there is no strate-
gic escape hatch and no clever repositioning available, so the only
work left is the honest work: make what is already true findable, legi-
ble and consistent, and then let it accumulate.

Which is the whole argument of this book with the shortcuts
removed.

At this scale you cannot hide behind volume. There is no budget
to spend, no channel mix to rearrange, no team to reorganize. There
is a person, the thing they actually do, and the distance between the
two.

Close that distance and there is nothing else to do.
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W hat I Got W rong \boul

Publishing

The other thing I had to unlearn is the assumption that publishing
more is the same as building authority.

It is not, and the distinction turned out to have parts.

Publishing establishes history. It means something exists, under
your name, dated, saying what you think. That is real and it is neces-
sary and it is also the easy part now, which is exactly why it is worth
less than it used to be.

Corroboration establishes credibility. Other people, in other
places, saying compatible things about you. You do not control that
and you cannot manufacture it without lying.

Indexation establishes discoverability. If systems cannot cleanly
read and place what you published, it may as well not exist. This is the
plumbing, and it is boring, and it is often the thing that is actually
broken.

None of those on its own is authority. Authority is what happens
when all of them accumulate in the same direction for long enough,
and the ugly part is that it takes time you cannot compress by spend-
ing more.

We learned that the way most people learn it. We got better at pro-
ducing and assumed the rest would follow, and it did not. More out-

put against weak corroboration and broken indexation just produces
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more things nobody is going to read. Volume is not a strategy. It is a
lever, and it only helps if the machine it is attached to is connected to
anything.

Which brings me to the distinction I missed for a year, on my own
account.

Presence is not the same as publishing.

My Reddit account was a year old and had earned a hundred and
nineteen karma in that entire time. It had been posting. It had not
been present. Eight days after I started actually turning up, comment-
ing on other people's things, replying to the people who replied to
me, it stood at five hundred and three.

None of that came from marketing communities, and I am not
claiming it proved I had built authority anywhere. It came from the
hobby end of the internet and nobody there is going to hire me.

What it proved is smaller and more useful. A system that publishes
without a human being present produces a broadcast, and the plat-
forms price a broadcast accordingly. The number did not move for a
year and then moved by a factor of four in a week, and the only vari-
able that changed was whether somebody with something at stake
was actually in the room.

I find that uncomfortable, because almost everything I sell is a sys-
tem, and the whole argument of my company is that things should
not depend on one person being available. Both are true. The system
makes the work repeatable and the presence makes it real, and being

good at the first does not let you skip the second.
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Publishing is still not authority. Neither is showing up. They are

two different halves of the same missing thing.
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PART SIX

Ilevate or Vanish

Execution keeps getting cheaper. Responsibility does not.
That is the whole difference, and I found it by doing the

wrong thing first.
WHEN GOOGLE ANSWERS FIRST WHAT ONE SYSTEM DID
15% 2X
8% 1X
Clicks on a result h and without an Al Overview Stratus system revenue, roughly doubled over four year
Pew Research Center, July 2025. Browsing data from March 2025, Internal company data. See The Proof for what can and cannot be attributed

The ground moved for everybody. One franchise system went the other way.
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Somebody Tas to Say \o

I worked with Nick Vujicic, and the most useful thing I did for him
was stop things.

For anybody who does not know Nick: he was born without arms
or legs, he speaks to stadiums, and he is one of the most magnetic
people I have ever been in a room with. Within about four minutes
you stop registering the disability entirely, which is a sentence I know
sounds like a line and is simply what happens.

Because he is magnetic, people constantly arrive with ideas.

Some were good. A lot were stunts. Somebody wanted to put him
in the overhead compartment on a plane and film it. There was al-
ways another version of that, always presented with real enthusiasm,
always by somebody who genuinely liked him and could see how well
it would do.

And they were right that it would do well. That is the difficult
part. The stunts were not bad ideas in the sense of not working. They
would have worked. They would have got the numbers.

My job, on those days, was to be the person in the room who said
that will hurt the brand.

That is what brand management actually is, and I want to be hon-
est that it is unglamorous and that nobody thanks you for it in the

moment. It is not campaigns. It is not clever. It is sitting in a room
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where everybody is excited, and being the one who says that in ten
years this will be the thing people remember, and it will be the wrong
thing, and we cannot get it back.

You are trading something measurable and immediate against
something unmeasurable and distant, in front of people who can see
the first and have to take the second on faith. You lose that argument
regularly. You have to keep having it.

Here is the underlying idea and it took me years to be able to state
it: a brand has a core that must stay stable, and an execution layer that
should change constantly. Almost everybody gets that backwards.
They keep the tactics they are used to and let the core drift, one rea-
sonable exception at a time, until the thing people trusted is not there
any more and nobody can point to the day it left.

Nick's core was never in question. What he stood for was fixed. So
the whole job was making sure that nothing in the execution, howev-
er good it looked that week, quietly rewrote it.

I am not going to claim credit for who Nick is. He was who he was
long before I was anywhere near him. What I will claim is that I un-
derstand what the job is, because I did it for somebody where the cost
of getting it wrong was a real person's life's work rather than a quar-

ter's numbers.
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\I Optimized the Wrong Thing

><]

CORRECT. WRONG

O

THE PROBLEM

A PERSON DECIDES

WHERE IT BELONGED
A technically perfect route to the wrong destination.

I found it by searching Google for my own work.

I do that periodically, partly to check what the machines are saying
about us and partly out of vanity, and this time something was
wrong. A paper I had written, sixteen pages on a subject I care about,
was no longer where I had published it. The address I typed sent me
somewhere else. To my own company's site, in fact, onto a commer-
cial page, which is not where a paper belongs.

The Al system I work with had done it. It had seen a real problem
and applied a real fix.

The problem was genuine. Two of my own domains were holding
the same term at the same address. One of them, Marketing Helix, is

where the thinking lives: the research, the definitions, the history, the
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argument, written under my name. The other, Digilu, is the compa-
ny, where you go if you want somebody to actually do the work. Two
properties, two different jobs.

Google had noticed they looked alike and had started treating
them as duplicates of each other, which meant sometimes neither one
showed up properly. That is a real failure and it needed solving.

So the fix was to consolidate them. Redirect one into the other,
permanently, and end the ambiguity. From a narrow technical view
that is close to textbook, and I have recommended the same thing to
other people.

It was also wrong, and it took me a week to notice.

A permanent redirect does not just move a web address. It moves
who published something. It took a paper written by a person, on the
site that exists to hold that person's thinking, and reassigned it to a
company that did not write it. The distinction between the two had
taken months to establish and about four seconds to collapse.

And the cost landed in the direction nobody had checked. Those
migrated pages were the best performing content on that domain by
roughly a factor of ten. They were sitting near the top of the results
while the next best page on the site was buried on page four. The
change moved the strongest asset off the domain that had earned it.

There is a cheap version of this story available and it teaches
nothing.

The cheap version is that the AI made a dumb mistake. It did not.
The reasoning was sound, the technical diagnosis was correct, and the

recommended action was the standard remedy for the problem it
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ectly identified. If a smart human specialist had looked at the same ev-
idence with the same brief, plenty of them would have done exactly
the same thing.

That is precisely why it is worth writing down.

The failure was not intelligence. It was authority. Nothing in the
process asked whether that particular decision was one a machine
should be making alone, and the honest answer is that it was not, be-
cause it was not really a technical decision at all. It was a decision
about who my company is and where my ideas live, wearing a techni-
cal costume.

We put it back. Both pages exist now, neither redirects to the other,
and they are kept apart by being genuinely different from each other
rather than by a rule. One explains, the other applies.

And there is now a hard line in how I work: a change that touches
identity, authorship, positioning, pricing, or which property owns
which idea stops and waits for a person, no matter how obviously
correct it looks. Optimization is not permission to change strategy.
Neither is simplification. A cleaner architecture is not automatically a

better business.
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W hat Does Not Get Cheap

Here is what I think is actually happening, and it is not really about
Al

Execution keeps getting cheaper. It has done it four or five times in
my working life, and each time the same people say the same thing
about how this one is different, and each time the specialists who
were paid for the doing have to find something else to be.

I knew that. I have taught it. And when I restarted my own compa-
ny, I built.

Websites, tools, engines, frameworks, dashboards, domains. All of
it defensible, most of it good, and every bit of it an answer to the
question of what I know how to make rather than the question of
what remains valuable when making things is easy.

Building was the product I knew how to make. That is the most
honest sentence I have written about my own business, and I would
rather not have had to write it.

So what does not get cheap.

Not the building. Not the writing, not at this point. Not the
analysis, and probably not the strategy either, at least not the kind
you can put in a deck.

What does not get cheap is somebody taking ongoing responsibili-
ty for a business staying understood, findable and trusted while the

ground underneath it keeps moving. Watching what actually changed
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rather than what was announced. Deciding whether it matters, which
is judgment and involves being wrong sometimes. Doing something
about it. Checking whether the something worked. Remembering
the answer so the company does not have to learn it again.

None of that is a deliverable. You cannot buy it once. It is a rela-
tionship with a moving environment, and it is the only part of this
work I have found that gets more valuable as the tools get better, be-
cause better tools mean more decisions per week and every one of
them is a chance to optimize the wrong thing perfectly.

That is where my thinking has landed and I am not going to pre-
tend it is finished.

Looking back, Stratus was the first place I did much of this work

without having a name for it.
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The Six Stages

OOOOOO

()B\ER\E INTERPRET DECIDE ADAPT VERIFY I]:\R\T

Observe, interpret, decide, adapt, verify, learn. Not one of them is a deliverable.

So I built the thing I had been describing, and I want to put it here
plainly rather than leave it as an idea.

Observation is only useful when somebody is responsible for the
response.

That sentence took me an embarrassing number of years and one
failed dashboard project to arrive at. You can watch everything. You
can have every number on one screen, updating live, beautifully
arranged. If nobody owns what happens next, you have built a very
expensive way to be informed about your own decline.

What it watches is not exotic. Search, because that is still where
most people start. Al answers, because that is increasingly where they
finish. Reviews, because that is the trust signal people and machines

are both reading. Reputation more broadly, meaning what is being
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said in places you do not control. Competitors, because your position
is relative and always was. And the health of your own site, because
the most common reason a business is not being found is something
boring and fixable.

Then six stages, running continuously, in this order.

Observe. Watch the signals that affect trust, visibility and rele-
vance. Not all signals. The ones that move those three.

Interpret. Establish whether what you are looking at is isolated or
repeated, temporary or structural. Most of what looks like a crisis on a
Tuesday is a Tuesday.

Decide. Separate meaningful change from noise, and determine
what should stay exactly as it is. That second half is the one everybody
skips. Deciding what not to touch is a decision, and it is usually the
more valuable one.

Adapt. Change the smallest relevant part of the system that ad-
dresses the real condition. Not the most visible part, and not every-
thing at once, because if you change six things you have learned noth-
ing about which one worked.

Verity. Measure whether the change improved the condition, and
whether it cost anything somewhere else. The second clause is there
because I have watched a fix improve one number and quietly damage
two others, and the version of me that did not check would have
called that a win.

Learn. Record what happened so the next decision starts from
stronger evidence. This is the stage that gets dropped first and it is the

only one that compounds.
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None of those six is a deliverable. You cannot put any of them in a
proposal as a line item with a price and a delivery date, which is pre-
cisely why the industry does not sell them and precisely why they sur-
vive when the making gets cheap.

I am aware of how this reads. A man writes a book about how exe-
cution is commoditizing and then reveals, at the end, that he happens
to sell the thing he says is not commoditizing. If you want to be suspi-
cious of that, be suspicious of it. I would be.

AllT can tell you is the order it happened in. I did not design a ser-
vice and then reverse engineer a philosophy to sell it. I spent four years
building things nobody needed, watched a machine make a strategi-
cally wrong decision that was technically perfect, watched a hundred
locations disappear from a platform I could not appeal to, and slowly
worked out that the only part of the job I could not automate away

was the part where somebody is responsible.
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The Part That Is \ctually
l.cadership

Every transformation I have watched needed one thing that no
amount of analysis supplies, which is somebody willing to act before
it was obvious that action was required.

That is much harder than it sounds, and the reason it is hard is not
stupidity. The people running a business are usually the same people
who built the systems that are now going stale. There is real invest-
ment in those systems, emotional as well as financial. There are teams
organized around the current model who will have to be reorganized.
There are partners and stakeholders who will quite reasonably ask
why you are changing something that is not visibly broken.

And the honest answer, that it is going to be broken before we can
see it, is close to unsellable in most rooms. I know, because I tried to
sell it and got told I was frightening people.

Here is the part I would say differently now. I brought a room a
forecast when what the room needed was a first step. The forecast was
correct and it was not actionable, and a correct forecast that nobody
can act on lands as anxiety rather than as leadership. If you are the
person who can see it coming, your job is not to be proved right later.
It is to find the smallest true next thing that people can start on

Monday.
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I did eventually find it. It was reviews, clarity, consistency and be-
ing findable, which is not the kind of answer that makes anybody

look clever in a keynote.
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The Business Cards | Will
Probably Never Use

I have spent real time designing business cards I am almost certainly
never going to hand out.

I am trying to learn to be a chief executive instead of being the
company's most experienced marketer, and it turns out that includes
learning when to stop working on the card.

Every minute I spent on it was defensible. I genuinely do know
branding. The card is better because I did it than it would have been
if somebody else had. All of that is true and none of it is the point.

Expertise makes an excellent hiding place, and it is a better hiding
place than laziness because it looks like work and it produces some-
thing you can show people.

The list of things only I can do is short and I can write it out.
Decide what the company sells. Set the price. Build the sales system.
Pick up the phone and call somebody. Ask for the business. Decide
what not to build.

Not one of those is enjoyable in the way that nudging kerning is
enjoyable, and every one of them is worth more than the card by an
amount I would rather not calculate.

The trap is not that I am bad at the wrong thing. It is that I am
good at it. If I were bad at design I would have handed the card to

somebody else in ten minutes and gone and done something that
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mattered.

I do not have this solved. I designed the card. I am telling you
about it in a book rather than in a meeting, which is its own kind of
avoidance if I am honest.

What I have got is a question I now ask myself, and it is not com-
fortable: is this the highest value thing I could be doing, or is it just

the thing I am most certain I will be good at.
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| \lways Got ler a I'riend

At every campsite we stopped at as children, I would go oft and find
myself a friend. I was good at it. I have never found it difficult to walk
up to somebody and start talking, and at six I did not yet know that
was unusual.

But I did not pick just any boy. I picked a boy who had a sister a
couple of years older than me.

Because then my sister would have somebody too.

I did that for years. I thought I was being kind, and in the way that
a six year old means things, I was.

She has told me since that she never wanted one. She was perfectly
happy in the forest with a book. Every time, a strange girl would ap-
pear at our campsite because her brother had arranged it, and she
would have to be sociable with somebody she had not asked for.

I love that she told me. It is the most useful thing anybody has ever
said about how I operate.

The instinct is real. I walk into a room and find the person who
has nobody, and it has been the best thing about me for fifty years.

And it has a flaw in it, which is that I do it whether or not the per-
son wants it done.

I have made that mistake professionally more times than I would
like to write down. Solving a problem somebody did not have.

Improving something they were content with. Arriving with an ans-
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wer to a question nobody asked, and being slightly hurt that the an-
swer was not welcome.

It happens in marketing constantly. It is most of what a rebrand is
when it goes wrong. It is what a redesign is when the customer liked
the old one. It is what happens when a company decides what its mar-
ket needs without checking, and it is exactly what an Al does at speed
when nobody has told it what to leave alone.

A value can be genuinely real and still have a blind spot in it. Mine

has one, and my sister has been paying a small share of the cost since

about 1974.
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W hat I Nctually Do st

People ask me what I would look at first, and my answer has got less
impressive over the years.

I look at whether the business is understood. Not admired, not
ranked, understood. I take the name, the first sentence and the re-
views, and I check whether they all describe the same company, be-
cause if they do not then everything downstream is being paid for
twice.

Then I look at whether it can be found by somebody who does
not already know its name, and whether what they find agrees with
itself.

Then I look at what happens after somebody decides they are in-
terested, which is where most of the losses actually happen and where
almost nobody looks. A business will spend a year on the top of the
process and never once test what it feels like to be a person trying to
become a customer.

None of those three is a strategy. They are the conditions under
which a strategy can work at all, and I keep meeting companies with
excellent strategies sitting on top of none of them.

The other thing I do, and this one is a habit rather than a method,
is ask what the business would have to believe for its current plan to

be correct. Then I go and check whether that thing is still true. Half
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the time it was true four years ago, which is exactly how a working
system becomes an expensive habit without anybody deciding
anything.

What that looks like in practice is less impressive than it sounds
and harder to sell.

It is somebody noticing that a platform changed how it displays
something, and working out whether that matters to this business or
is just noise. It is checking whether the thing we changed six weeks
ago did what we said it would, and saying so plainly when it did not.
It is keeping a record so the same question does not get researched
twice by two different people who both think they are the first.

None of that produces an artifact you can hold up in a meeting.
That is the difficulty with selling it, and it is also why it survives when
the making gets cheap. You cannot automate the decision about
whether something matters, because that decision depends on what
this particular business is trying to be, and no system knows that un-
less somebody keeps telling it.

I think this is the part people get wrong about what AI does to this
kind of work. It does not remove the need for judgment. It increases
the number of moments where judgment is required, because it re-

moves the delay that used to give you time to think.
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Slow. and Then Al at Once

Almost nothing disappears suddenly.

What actually happens is the slow version. The sales cycle gets a lit-
tle longer. Acquisition costs creep. A referral arrives slightly less warm
than it used to. Organic traffic drifts down and there is always a rea-
son. Each individual number is inside normal variation, and the
whole set of them is pointing one direction, and there is no single
quarter where anybody is required to act.

Then one year the numbers do not come back, or a competitor is
suddenly the obvious answer in your category and nobody can say ex-
actly when that happened.

It rarely looks like disappearing, either. It looks like becoming
harder to read. The signals age, they stop agreeing with each other,
and the systems that decide what to show a stranger start finding
somebody easier to be sure about. Nothing about that is dramatic
and nothing about it sends a notification.

The alternative is neither a secret nor expensive: deciding to move
while things still work, which is the only moment when moving is
cheap and the only moment when nobody around you will agree that
it is necessary. Every business that looks lucky from the outside made
a series of uncomfortable choices at a comfortable time, and then

kept them long enough to compound.
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I am not writing this from the other side of that. I am in the mid-
dle of it, on my own company, this year, with a list of things I have got
wrong in the last twelve months that is longer than the list in this
book.

What I have is nearly four decades of watching the same pattern ar-
rive in different clothes, and a fairly reliable sense of how it feels just
before it costs somebody a lot of money.

It feels like everything is fine.
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\lterword
The person writing this.

I walk into a room and light it up. I get people laughing, usually with-
in a minute, and I am not being modest about that, because it is the
one social skill I have never had to work at.

What I did not realize for a long time is what I am actually doing
while that happens.

Inside a few minutes I know who in that room has nobody. I know
who is having a bad day and covering it. I do not decide to do it and I
cannot switch it off, and when I find that person I go and stand with
them.

That is the honest answer to a question this book has been circling
for a hundred and something pages, which is why a marketer would
become this preoccupied with trust.

It is not a market position. I did not arrive at it by looking for a
gap.

It is that I have spent my whole life watching what happens to peo-
ple who are not being seen properly, and a business that cannot be

understood, cannot be found, and cannot be verified is the same
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thing happening to a company. Somebody built something good and
nobody can tell. That is the part I cannot leave alone.

The years I spent preaching taught me the mechanics of it. The
rest of it I have had since I was six years old, arranging friends for a sis-
ter who did not want them.

I am aware that is a small and unbusinesslike thing to end a busi-
ness book with.

It is what is actually underneath the argument, and a book about
trust written by somebody who will not tell you what he cares about

is a book about technique.
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The Proofl

What I know. What I believe. What I cannot prove.

Most business books have a case study in them, and most case studies
are written backwards. Somebody picks the outcome they want to
demonstrate, walks back to a decision that could plausibly have pro-
duced it, and draws a straight line between the two.

I have done that. I did it in the first edition of this book, less care-
fully than I should have, and when I went back and checked it I
found claims I could not fully stand behind. So this section is written
differently, and it is the section I would read first if somebody handed
me this.

Three lists. What can actually be documented. What I believe con-
tributed, which is a weaker claim and is labeled as one. And what can-

not honestly be separated out, which is the list nobody prints.

WHAT IS INDEPENDENTLY DOCUMENTED

Entrepreneur has ranked the company number one on its Fastest-

Growing Franchises list four years running, 2023 through 2026.
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I want to be precise about how much of that I checked myself, be-
cause this is the section for it. The 2023, 2024 and 2026 rankings I
confirmed on Entrepreneur's own pages. The 2025 ranking I have
from the International Franchise Association and from the company,
not from Entrepreneur directly. And the line that gets repeated about
this being the first time any brand has held the position four years
running comes from Stratus, not from Entrepreneur, so it is the com-
pany's characterization and I am attributing it that way rather than
borrowing the magazine's authority for it.

The rebrand itself is a matter of public record. Stratus Building
Solutions is now StratusClean, it was announced at the 2025 annual
meeting, and the new name went live in April 2026. Entrepreneur's

own directory now lists the company under the new name.

WHAT IS INTERNAL COMPANY DATA

These are the company's own figures. They are real and they are not
independently audited, and I am not going to present them as though
somebody outside the business checked them.

The franchise system's average Google star rating moved from 3.4
to 4.7. That is a Google star rating and nothing else: not a visibility
score, not an Al metric, and not anything my own tools produced.

Revenue across the system roughly doubled. See below for what
that can and cannot be attributed to.

The four-year revenue period overlaps the broader Stratus trans-
formation, which began before the StratusClean name launched in

April 2026.
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The network ran to roughly a hundred locations, and that number
moved during the period described, because franchise systems add
and lose locations continuously.

The Google Business Profile suspensions in Part Five are my first-
hand account of something I was responsible for, including the part

where the agency that replaced ours could not solve it either.

WHAT | BELIEVE CONTRIBUTED

This is a weaker class of claim and I am going to keep it clearly
separated.

I believe the category clarity mattered. A name that answers the
question a stranger is already asking removes work from every first im-
pression, and I watched the correction disappear from conversations
after the change.

I believe the unification across the network mattered, possibly
more than the name did. A system where every operator presents the
brand the same way accumulates trust instead of restarting it in every
market.

I believe the review systems mattered. Consistent, recent, real re-
views are the most portable trust signal a local business has, and they
are read by people and machines at the same time.

I believe the operating work mattered, and most of it is missing
from the first edition. Franchise recruitment brought better operators
into the system, which is a growth result rather than a marketing one.
Training made the experience more consistent, and it showed there

before it showed anywhere I could measure. The HubSpot side,
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which I built and ran, bought visibility: who followed up, what hap-
pened next, and which parts of the system were quietly not working.
Standardized reporting made financial performance easier to see, and
things that are easy to see get managed. The social strategy changed
and expanded over the same period.

I believe the shift away from depending on paid acquisition mat-
tered, and that it mattered most for being started before the paid
model broke rather than after.

I believe the organizational alignment mattered more than any of
the marketing did, and that is not the conclusion I expected to reach.
Consistent operators produce consistent experiences, and consistent
experiences are what the rating is actually measuring.

I did not call it Adaptive Brand Management at the time. That is
the name I use now for the work we were doing: changing what the
evidence said to change while protecting what still worked.

The growth was not the output of a logo project. It happened dur-
ing a broader four-year transformation of trust, recruitment, training,
data, accountability, social strategy and brand clarity.

I cannot honestly separate the contribution of each one.

A note on why the failures are in here at all.

I did not include them for the sake of appearing humble. I includ-
ed them because the argument does not work without them. A book
that says businesses should move before they are forced to, written by
somebody who only reports the times he moved early, is asking the

reader to take the whole thing on faith.
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I was late on the rebrand by four years. I was early on the warning
and useless with it. I could not solve the platform problem I was hired
to solve. I took money I should not have taken and put it somewhere
I was certain about. Every one of those is a case of the same pattern
this book describes, happening to the person describing it.

If the pattern only caught people who were not paying attention,

it would not be worth a book.

WHAT | GOT WRONG IN THE FIRST EDITION

The first edition of this book made three claims I would not make
again.

It said I had one real story to lean on. That was true when I wrote
it and it is not true now, and leaning on a single case made the argu-
ment thinner than the experience behind it actually was.

It quoted me, repeatedly, in pull quotes attributed to me inside my
own book. I did not notice how that reads until somebody pointed it
out. An author quoting himself in his own pages is not emphasis, it is
marketing collateral wearing a book jacket, and it is out.

And it let the numbers do more work than they had earned. It
treated the word rebrand too narrowly in one place and too broadly
in another. The StratusClean name did not exist for most of the four-
year growth period, so the name cannot be credited with causing that
growth. But the transformation itself had already begun: reviews,
franchise recruitment, training, HubSpot, accountability, social strat-
egy and brand alignment were all moving while the identity argument

was still unresolved. The error was collapsing a four-year transformat-
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ion into a before-and-after logo story. Nobody lied. The arrangement
did the arguing, which is worse in some ways, because there is noth-
ing to correct and the impression still forms.

I am recording that here rather than quietly fixing it, because a
book that claims businesses should be honest about what they cannot

prove should probably start with its own previous edition.

WHAT | CANNOT HONESTLY ISOLATE

The rating moved and the revenue roughly doubled. I cannot tell you
how much of either was caused by the rebrand, and neither can any-
body else, and here is the specific reason.

The StratusClean name went live in April 2026, so I cannot hon-
estly say the new name caused the multi-year growth that came before
its launch. What I can say is that the broader transformation had been
underway for years. Over that period we were improving reviews,
franchise recruitment, training, data, accountability, social strategy
and brand consistency, while continuing to push for the identity
change itself.

That matters, because the tidy version of this story is that the com-
pany changed its name and the numbers went up, and the tidy ver-
sion is not true. The more accurate version is that we spent four years
changing the business and the brand, and the name finally caught up
with the transformation. What I believe is that the growth and the
eventual identity change came out of that same four-year effort: im-

prove trust, recruit better, train better, measure better, hold the syst-
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em accountable, adapt the strategy and keep pushing the brand to-
ward clarity. I think that contributed to the conditions in which the
numbers improved. I would not put it more strongly than that.

Beyond that, several other things were changing at once. Operators
improved. The market moved. Competitors did their own things.
The company invested in areas I was not running and cannot speak
to. A franchise system is not a laboratory and there was no control
group.

I also cannot isolate my own contribution, and I have tried. I
pushed for the clarity, I designed the identity, I was wrong about the
timeline by roughly four years, and I failed completely to solve the
platform problem in Part Five. All of that is the same person in the
same job.

What I will claim is narrower and I think it holds. The confusion
was real and it was expensive. The clarity was worth the fight. And
the organization moving together mattered more than anything I per-
sonally designed.

Anybody who tells you they can separate the rest is selling

something.
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Sources and Noles

What is measured, what is company data, and what is still

OIDC’Z’Z.

I would rather this section be slightly awkward than have the book
rest on numbers nobody can check. Where a claim is the company’s
own figure, it says so. Where it is my recollection, it says that too.

Entrepreneur, Fastest-Growing Franchises. Number one in
2023, 2024, 2025 and 2026. The 2023, 2024 and 2026 rankings are
confirmed on entrepreneur.com, including the company's own direc-
tory entry, which now lists it under the StratusClean name. The 2025
ranking is not on any Entrepreneur page I could find. It comes from
the International Franchise Association, 14 March 2025, reporting
the award for a third consecutive year, and from the company. The
description of the 2026 placement as a first for the list is the compa-
ny's, announced 26 March 2026, and not something Entrepreneur
states.

Pew Research Center, on clicks when an Al summary appears.
Published 22 July 2025, from browsing data collected in March 2025
from 900 US adults who agreed to share their activity. Google users

clicked a result on 8 percent of visits where an Al summary appeared,
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against 15 percent where one did not. This is the figure in the left
panel of the chart opening Part Six, and it is quoted again in The
System Was Moving in Part Three. It is the only external measure-
ment in this book that is not mine, and it is one study rather than a
body of evidence. pewresearch.org.

Google star rating, 3.4 to 4.7. Internal company data, referring
to the average Google star rating across the franchise system. It is a
Google rating and nothing else. It has been described elsewhere as a
visibility or Al score and that was wrong both times.

Stratus system revenue, roughly doubled over four years.
Internal company data, and the chart says so on its face. The label says
system rather than StratusClean deliberately: the StratusClean name
went live in April 2026 and the growth belongs to the four-year trans-
formation period that preceded it, which The Proof explains at
length.

Roughly a hundred locations. Approximate, and it moved dur-
ing the period described, because franchise systems add and lose loca-
tions continuously.

The Google Business Profile suspensions. My first-hand account
of what happened while I was responsible for it, including the part
where the agency that replaced ours could not solve it either.

Just Stop and Think, at least 2,644,962 views. Counted by
hand from the public view totals on twelve uploads across four lan-
guages on 2 August 2026. It is a floor rather than a total: two further
copies were found and left out rather than estimated, and view counts

keep moving, so the figure was true on the day it was read. The 61
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percent on a single supporter upload comes from the same count. I
describe that copy as outside the official channel rather than as unau-
thorized, because nobody ever adjudicated its legal status.

Trust-Based Marketing. Not my term and not my idea. It is asso-
ciated with Glen Urban at MIT Sloan and has an established body of
work behind it. Part Two is the story of finding that out. Trust First,
as I use it, is a claim about sequence rather than a claim on his work,
and I am not claiming to have coined the words either.

The Marketing Helix. My behavioral model, defined in full else-
where. I have deliberately kept its vocabulary out of this book except
where a term genuinely helps, because a short book stuffed with pro-
prietary terminology is a brochure with page numbers.

The redirect incident in Part Six. My own systems, my own in-
struction, my own property, and no third party involved. The posi-
tions quoted are from my own analytics rather than a public source.

The Google refund, over sixty thousand dollars. My first-hand
account and nothing else. No documentation exists and I say so in
the chapter and again in The Proof rather than letting the number
stand unqualified. Not a claim about broad match generally, and
Google never characterized the payment.

Dates. The rebrand was announced at the 2025 annual meeting
and StratusClean went live in April 2026. Several other dates in my
own history are approximate and I have left them approximate rather
than guessing at precision I do not have. Where I could not confirm a
year, I have not given one. The description of the discovery environ-

ment in The System Was Moving is my own account of what changed
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around the company over that period. It is observation rather than
measurement, and the only number attached to it is the Pew figure

above.
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\bout the \uthor

I am a marketer and an operator, not an author who happens to run
businesses.

I have been doing this since 1988, when a group of us produced a
high school newspaper on a Macintosh and I watched a skilled trade
turn into a menu command inside a few years. I started a business on
a Mac SE and a laser printer in 1989, after helping people with their
branding for free for long enough that it became work by accident. I
founded Digilu in 1999, and I have been through every platform shift
since, mostly from the inside and occasionally on the wrong side of
one.

I created The Marketing Helix, a behavioral model of how trust,
relevance and timing decide whether a message gets into somebody's
actual consideration. It came out of watching customers behave noth-
ing like the funnel diagrams said they would.

I was VP of Marketing during the transformation of Stratus
Building Solutions into StratusClean, the case this book keeps return-
ing to and which I have tried to describe with its failures attached.

I write publicly as MarketingOB1. Most of what I publish is me

working something out rather than me having worked it out.
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I wrote this because the same pattern kept showing up in my work
and in my own company, and because good businesses keep fading for

reasons that were visible years earlier to anybody willing to look, mine

included.
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VANIST

Almost nothing disappears suddenly. It fades, through con-
tusion, weak positioning and declining trust, and every
number involved stays inside normal variation until the

year it does not.

Nearly four decades of platform shifts, one rebrand that
took four years, and a working list of the things the author

gOt WI'OHg.
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