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Introduction 

Every day, all around the world, marketers and their agencies sit in rooms and devise their next big 

digital marketing program. Maybe it’s a flashy new website or a Facebook page. Maybe it’s a heavily 

produced video with computer generated images or maybe a fancy desktop widget to remind people 

about their product 24 hours a day, seven days a week. It might even be a new “app” for people to 

install on their smartphone in hopes that they play with it each and every day.  

Yes, they...that is, we...make these plans every day. But in most cases, these plans are little more than 

unlikely delusions. We picture our websites visited by the millions and shared from friend to friend. We 

imagine our new iPhone app rising to the tops of the Apple App store rankings and our videos “going 

viral.” Alas, these are mere dreams in almost every case and there’s a simple reason why.  

We hate your .com. 

Yes, that’s the voice of your customer expressing disdain and rejection for your digital creation. The “big 

idea” that was to launch your brand or the “innovative thinking” that was sure to save your once proud 

flagship product have has failed. No one came to your site or downloaded your app. Not a single person 

beyond your immediate family “Like” your creation on Facebook. Your video, far from becoming viral, 

has instead succumbed to a less glamorous illness. 

Blame it all on your customers for ruining your moment in the sun. And as you return back to the 

meeting room where your idea first came to life, with all the promise in the world, you wonder what 

could have happened. All the while, you hear a tiny voice in your head. It’s that voice of your customers 

again. 

We hate your .com. 
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Why All the Hate? 

To be sure, they don’t hate you. They likely don’t even hate your brand. It’s even possible that they 

don’t actually hate your digital marketing. But they certainly don’t love it. But today, if they don’t love it, 

it may as well be invisible. Fortunately, it’s not really a mystery why some digital marketing programs fail 

while others are talked about around the water cooler and on every social media site. There are a few 

simple principles that can help greatly reduce, if not eliminate the chances that you ever hear the 

dreaded words: 

We hate your .com. 

Before we look at those principles, let’s first try to understand why it is so difficult to make something 

that people even notice these days. When we marketers sit around and devise our plans we like to 

analyze our competition. It makes sense. Who is doing what? Which products have advantages over 

ours and which have weaknesses? When we do these exercises, our definition of “competitor” is usually 

pretty narrow. You can’t account for every product in the world in your SWOT analysis after all.  

You can’t...right? 

Of course you can’t, but that’s a problem. You see, while it may be appropriate to narrowly define our 

competitors when we’re talking about devising our key messages, our in-store product placement, or 

even our packaging and branding, you don’t have the same luxury when it comes to digital. The simple 

reason why is because when it comes to digital, everything is your competitor.  

Your competitors in digital are everything else that takes time 

away from your digital program. Everything. Your competitors 

aren’t just a product in the same category or even brands in the 

same industry. It’s everything. That means that your 

competition online isn’t your arch nemesis’ brand site, but it’s 

also episodes of “Family Guy” on Hulu. It’s Lolcats 1 and Perez 

Hilton’s blog. Sure, you may not admit to visiting any of these, 

but someone is accounting for the millions of visitors a month to 

these sites. 

You need to think of these types of digital properties as your 

competitors because when it comes to your customers’ time, 

there isn’t much of it to go around. Every minute they spend 

doing something else online means another minute they won’t 

be spending on your site, with your app, or perusing your 

Facebook page. And if you think it’s getting better because more 

people are spending more time online instead of in front of the 

TV, think again. Even though their time increases, your competitors are becoming more powerful. 

MEET YOUR REAL COMPETITION.  
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Social Media: The New “Porn”? 

The old adage that many people became used to hearing over the years was that pornography was the 

most popular activity online. Whether or not, you believe the numbers is up to you, but suffice it to say, 

it was a pretty big segment of online traffic. Times have changed, so you don’t need to worry quite as 

much about losing time to this set of competitors (imagine those planning meetings). Instead, you have 

a bigger, fiercer rival that seems to have universal appeal.  

Facebook. 

Well, actually Facebook and all other forms of social media. A recent Nielsen study showed that social 

media surpassed the number two online activity (gaming) by two-fold. 22.7% of our online time was 

spent on social media in June 2010 2. That’s a lot of status updates and Like buttons clicked.  

The point is that you now have even more competition for your customers’ time and attention and it 

keeps getting worse every day. You need to reframe how you think about your competition in order to 

be successful. Here it is: if your customers can do it online or with a digital device, it’s a competitor. 

Once you start thinking about your competition this way, you quickly realize that success is going to be a 

lot harder to come by. Why would someone spend hours learning about every detail of the molecular 

composition of your motor oil when they could spend it watching videos of dogs on skateboards on 

YouTube? That’s your challenge. 

No Guarantees...Or Are There? 

By far, the number one question I get at this point is this: how will I know if my digital marketing 

program will be successful? The cynics among us would answer that it’s impossible to know in advance. 

The fickle Internet population cannot be understood. The optimists might suggest that we simply follow 

our research and we’ll be loved. Sadly, they’re both wrong, but there is good news. Determining if your 

program will be a success is fairly straightforward. It doesn’t require spending millions of dollars in 

research, complex mathematical formulas, or understanding some inscrutable, semi-secret algorithm. 

Nope. Knowing if your program is going to be successful or not comes down to one thing: will people 

Like it? 

My choice of “Like” with a capital “L” was intentional. I’m not talking about whether they “like” it, but 

rather if they “Like” it. That is, can you picture anyone clicking the Facebook Like button to indicate their 

appreciation or love of your program? The tremendous growth of Facebook and the spreading of the 

almost ubiquitous Like button make our research pretty simple. Of course, to do this research correctly, 

you need a few things. First, you need a completely objective mind. It might help to think this way: 

would I ever click the Like button myself for this program? You may as well be honest since it’s your 

reputation on the line if you launch a tremendous digital flop.  If the answer is “no,” give yourself two 

points for honesty, but now head back to the starting line.  
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Second (and lastly), you need to understand what people are actually willing to do for you and your 

brand. This ranges from one extreme where you might find your brand evangelists getting tattoos of 

your logos to the other where your brand is nothing but a splattered speck on your customers’ 

windshield of life.  

Most people these days don’t have a lot of patience online. We hate filling out forms and clicking seven 

times to get to what we’re trying to find (assuming we can ever find it). Powerful search engines have 

given us the luxury to jump from site to site if we don’t almost instantly find what we expected. Cap this 

all off by with our shrinking attention spans that drive us with an almost primal force to seek out 

something even better than what we’re seeing right now. When you put it all together, you see that 

most people don’t have the time or interest you need them to have for your ideas to work. That’s why 

you need to think differently. 

  

WHY ARE YOU SURPRISED THAT NO ONE "LIKES" THE 

FACEBOOK PAGE FOR YOUR HERPES TREATMENT? 
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The Four Big Blunders 

When it comes to making successful digital marketing programs, oftentimes the same four mistakes are 

made over and over (sometimes more two or more of the four). Once you understand what they are, 

they’re actually easy to avoid if you’re willing to change the way you think about digital marketing. 

Here’s the list of digital marketing sins that cause your customers to say “We Hate Your .com”: 

 Blunder #1: Trying to Do It All 

 Blunder #2: Random Targeting 

 Blunder #3: Death by Boredom 

 Blunder #4: All for one and...all for one   

Blunder #1: Trying to Do It All 

I get asked one question a lot. It’s one for which my answer changes from day to day based on what I’ve 

seen recently. The question is this: what is the worst website you’ve ever seen? As someone who has 

seen his fair share of terrible sites and beautiful ones, this is a difficult question to answer. Sadly, there 

seem to be no limits to the number of competitors vying for this position and the competition is fierce at 

times. The reality is that there are a lot “worst” websites out there. But if you need one visual, I’ll supply 

it. 

 

 

Anyone who looks at the site above, even if they’ve recently been brought to civilization within the 

week, knows that something is wrong here. What it lacks in “white space,” it makes up for with, well, 

everything else. All it seems to be missing, by my accounts, is a dancing baby animation. That’s the 

problem of course, it’s got everything, which makes it impossible to see or focus on anything.  

THE WORST WEBSITE OF ALL TIME?  

MAYBE NOT, BUT IT’S CERTAINLY A CONTENDER. 
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Now, before you start chuckling at this example, let’s take a look at your website. I’m fairly certain it 

isn’t this busy or cluttered, but if it’s like most sites, it may as well be. Most brand sites suffer from the 

same issue. They try to do everything (seeing the parallels from my example to your site yet?). You have 

all of your “key messages,” probably a few “call to action” boxes or links. You’ve also got some giant 

images from the photo shoot on which you spent a small fortune to secure time on that private beach in 

Madagascar. You’ve got links to your other sites and probably to any brand extensions you have. You’ve 

got a call out or (ugh) a pop up featuring your latest promotion. You also certainly have a few different 

boxes imploring me to Like your page or share it with friends and I know you have a sign up box for your 

email program. Am I close? Should I keep going? 

How many more things do I need to list before your site starts to sound even more cluttered than our 

example? And while doing this on a website is bad, doing it within an application is a disaster. Apps are 

supposed to be a streamlined experience. The more you add, the worse they are, as they become too 

hard to use and defeat their own purpose. 

Blunder #2: Random Targeting 

For most big brands, you can probably find a study laying around that cost well into the six figures that 

was commissioned to help identify “the target.” That’s “target” as in the people who are the ideal 

audience for your brand messages. Fortunately, we use this information fairly often. We pick the right 

age people to show up in our TV commercials and pick the right magazines to place our print ads. But, 

when it comes time for digital marketing, we seem to forget who our target really is. Just because it’s 

digital doesn’t mean that Marketing 101 rules don’t apply.  

 

YOU WOULDN'T PUT THIS AD HERE, 

BUT PROBABLY DO IT WITH YOUR DIGITAL MARKETING. 
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Just like this ill-fated add for denture cream at the X-Games (PS: not a real ad, but rather some semi-

fancy Photoshop), we often make these same types of mistakes online. This happens when we don’t 

bother to understand what our target really does online and what they are likely to do. If the average 

person in your target audience doesn’t own a smartphone, it doesn’t make much sense to create an 

iPhone app. Obvious, right? Apparently not because I seem to see at least three brands a day that are 

targeted to nice, old ladies asking them if they want to follow the brand on Twitter. Twitter? What’s 

that? 

Blunder #3: Bored to Death 

Many of the digital marketing programs I see out there have a common, fatal flaw. They’re boring. And 

not just a little boring, mind-numbingly boring. Remember how we redefined your competition online a 

while back? Boring won’t cut it against this competition. This blunder is as simple to recognize as it is 

difficult to avoid. You see, creating content that isn’t boring isn’t easy. Very few people can do it. It’s a 

skill and a gift. There’s a reason why not every movie wins an Academy Award and most new shows get 

cancelled. There’s a reason why about 30% of all videos on YouTube have less than 100 views and 55% 

have less than 500 3. The reason: they stink. They are boring and not remotely interesting to watch. 

Many of these are of the home movie variety, but others are expensive production efforts done by 

major companies. 

Sure, there are probably some undiscovered 

gems among the hundreds of thousands of 

videos uploaded each day, but most wouldn’t 

be missed if they disappeared. Based on these 

percentages, your videos probably aren’t 

watched by anyone and it’s probably because 

they aren’t that good. If you ever thought 

about disabling ratings on your videos for 

fear that you’d get bad marks, that’s a good 

indication that your videos are bad.  

And just to keep you humble, one of the 

videos of paint drying on YouTube has more 

than 200,000 views 4. How does that compare 

to your top videos? 

 

 Blunder #4: One for All and...One for All  

There is nothing more frustrating to your customers than this final Blunder. In a digital world where they 

are used to being able to easily search (and find) what they want, read reviews from friends, and 

customize their viewing experience online, your customers don’t react well when all of this power is 

suddenly taken away.  

WHY DOES THIS VIDEO HAVE MORE VIEWS THAN ALL 

OF YOUR VIDEOS PUT TOGETHER? 
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This is yet another by-product of the new expectations your customers have for all digital content. They 

expect to be able to see what they want, when they want it, and exactly how they want it. That means 

they want to control and filter what comes in. They want to be able to view it anytime whether online or 

off. They want it in whatever format they feel like at that moment whether it be on their laptop or fancy 

new iPad. They expect this because they get it from other websites and it’s is exactly the experience that 

they’re used to when it comes to mobile apps. Many websites either allow their visitors to customize 

their experience in some way by selecting which type of content they want. Others do this automatically 

based on what the visitor searched for to get there in the first place or by user profiles and cookies. With 

apps, you’ll find the most successful are those that are narrowly focused and allow people to view and 

absorb content exactly how they want to absorb it. People expect a personalized experience and it’s 

your job to deliver it. 

Yet, you don’t do this. And you don’t do it in almost spectacular ways.  

 

 

While this image of an email from Product-a-Rama is a fake (but it’s not far off from what I actually get 

each day), it should illustrate a few key points. First, a bad attempt at personalizing something is almost 

worse than doing nothing at all. In this case, the fine folks at Product-a-Rama have tried to personalize 

my email with everything they know about me. The problem is that this isn’t much, so they can’t tell 

much more beyond the fact that I’m likely a human with a four-chambered heart. And, because they 

YOUR AVERAGE “TARGETED” EMAIL. LOOK FAMILIAR? 
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don’t know me and haven’t invested the time to really personalize my experience, I get some disparate 

and wildly untargeted offers that include, in this case, “sexy” boots, horse feed, and vinyl siding.  

If you find yourself chuckling at this absurd example, look a bit deeper. You might find that it’s nervous 

laughter because you know that you’ve been guilty of this before in the past. Someone sends me offers 

for women’s shoes every month even though I’ve made it pretty clear that I am, in fact, a man. You 

know who you are. 
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The Big Solutions for Big Problems 

All is not lost. There is a way to shift all the hate back to love. It won’t be easy, but the good news is that 

many brands have come before you and have done it successfully. There are the four big Solutions to 

each of our four big Blunders: 

 Solution #1: Do One Thing Really Well 

 Solution #2: Apply Some Digital Savviness 

 Solution #3: Create Likeable Content 

 Solution #4: Personalize and Individualize   

Solution #1:  Do One Thing Really Well 

As a complete contrast to our example for Blunder #1, I offer a simple solution. Instead of cramming 

everything you want to say, everything you want people to do, and every fancy application you’ve 

created into one place, how about instead doing one thing and doing that one thing really well? 

 

 

Fortunately, there are many examples of brands that do this well, but they’re still in the minority. The 

good news is that this solution is one of the simplest to understand of the four I’ll offer you.  The bad 

news is that it might the hardest for most marketers to implement. The concept is simple after all. 

Instead of creating an app, for example, that does 10 things each in a mediocre way, create something 

that does one thing really well. Simple, right? 

A UTILITY THAT YOU’LL BE THANKFUL TO HAVE WHEN YOU NEED IT. 
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Now, of course, the part about putting that thought into practice is hard. It’s hard because you have to 

make difficult choices. All those brilliant features you dreamed up and all the things your customers told 

you that they wanted when you did research, which do you focus on? That’s actually easy. Pick the one 

that you can do the best. That might not be the one that’s the top need for your customers, but it’s 

better to put out your best effort than something that’s just average. Remember, it’s only going to be a 

success if people use it. They aren’t going to use it if it doesn’t work right. 

My favorite example for an app that does one thing and does it really well is the “Sit or Squat” 

application from Charmin. It helps you find a clean, public restroom no matter where you are. Of course, 

you’re not going to use the app every day, but you’ll be really thankful that you have it when you need 

it. That’s all the app does. It doesn’t include weather forecasts, a diet tracking tool, and a pedometer. It 

finds a clean bathroom. No more, no less. It does this simply and it works every time. This is what your 

customers want. 

Solution #2: Apply Some Digital Savviness 

The problem is simple: you want to reach women over the age of 60 with your message. Your manager 

insists that you use Twitter because, well, that’s what everyone else is doing. What do you do? You’re 

probably saying, “I’d stand up to my boss and tell him (or her) that he is wrong and show him the data to 

support my point.” 

Sure you would.  

That’s what you’re saying now, but will you do that when this actually happens? And if everyone is 

telling their bosses that they are wrong, who are the people doing these ridiculous things? Our 60+ 

ladies aren’t using Twitter, so you’ll never reach 

them if this is where you focus. This is just as odd as 

putting TV ads for your knitting supplies on ESPN. 

Crazy, right? It’s crazy because you won’t reach your 

target audience there. Well, the same rules apply in 

digital. The good news is that you can figure this out 

for your brands and your customers.  

The idea is to understand what digital technologies 

they use and are comfortable with and to focus 

there. I call this Digital Savviness. You need to 

understand your customers’ Digital Savviness if you 

ever hope to be successful with your digital 

programs. 

Digital Savviness is simple to understand. All you 

need to do is figure out what your customers are 

doing online and then use that to figure out where 

and how you can reach them. I break each person’s 

TWITTER? FACEBOOK? GAMING? WHAT TO 

CHOOSE? WHAT TO CHOOSE? 
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Digital Savviness into four categories. You could be high (i.e., really savvy) in one category and low in the 

others or high or low in all of them. There’s no one right answer and no single answer for everyone. You 

just need to understand where your customers are in each category. The four categories are: 

 Social: how people connect with others. This means everything from email to photo sharing to 

social media. 

 Entertainment: how your customers have fun online. This might be watching videos, playing 

games, or reading blogs. 

 Navigating: how your customers get around online and what hardware and software they use. 

This includes things such as which browsers they use or whether or not they have broadband or 

an iPhone. 

 Productivity: how your customers use technology to make life a little simpler. This includes 

online shopping and banking and online auctions such as EBay. 

For each category, rank your target customer as high, medium, or low. The next part is simple. Match 

your digital programs to your customers’ Savviness level for a given category. Let’s take Social as an 

example. Email fits in this category, but it’s also low on the Savviness scale. If that’s all that your 

customers use in terms of social, then a Facebook app probably doesn’t make sense for your brand. 

Alternatively, if your customers, are really high in Navigating, then they are comfortable with (and 

expect) you to deliver some innovative things in this area. Don’t bring them something well below their 

Savviness level. They’ll ignore it as boring and behind the times. 

This step takes a little bit of work to figure out, but chances are that you have a lot of the research done 

already. Rank your target customers in these areas to see exactly what they will respond to. Build that 

and not what your boss told you to do. 

Solution #3: Create Likeable Content 

This is another solution that’s easy to understand, but difficult to do. It’s the solution to our Blunder #3, 

which was all about boring people to death. As in, don’t do it. The opposite of boring people to death is, 

of course, exciting and pleasing them. It sounds simple enough, but in practice it’s difficult for most 

brands. However, it’s not difficult for the reasons many people think. 

Figuring out what’s likely to appeal to people and what’s going to bore them is actually very easy. Here’s 

a quick test: does it excite you or bore you to tears? That’s right. As a first step, honestly ask yourself 

that question. If it does bore you, then you need to reassess what you’ve created. If you wouldn’t share 

it with your friends on Facebook (especially if you had to include “I made this at work...” in the 

description), then you might reconsider. The trick is that you need to be completely objective. That’s 

hard for many people especially when it comes to “their baby,” something they’ve worked on for 

months to produce. 

The rest of the test is a bit more subjective. There are a couple of things you should check especially 

when it comes to video, but it also applies to applications and websites. First, are you eliciting any 

emotion with what you’ve created? That is, will it cause any emotional response from people that 
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watch it or play with it? The good news here is that you’ve got a lot of emotions to choose from. When 

most people think of “viral videos,” for example, they think of videos that are funny. Well, that’s just one 

possible emotion. A few others to consider: joy, fear, wonder, anger, jealousy, sadness, hope, grief, 

disappointment, affection...should I keep going? You get the point. No matter what you pick, your 

content has to do something. The more it can cause one (or more) of these emotions, the more 

successful it will be. It is human nature to gravitate to those things that cause an emotional response. 

It’s how we relate to the world and what makes us unique among the creatures on this planet.  

 

 

There’s one last check. It’s related to the gut-check we did a while back where we objectively evaluated 

whether or not we liked what we had created. Here’s the final check: will anyone click the Like button 

for this?  

You’ve all seen the now ubiquitous Facebook Like buttons all over the Internet by now, so the question 

is whether or not your content is Likeable...with a capital “L.” That’s a big distinction from simply “liking” 

(lower case “L”) because when you Like (capital “L”) something you’re announcing to all your friends 

that this is something worth checking out. You’re recommending to your friends that they use some of 

their limited time on this planet to check out something that you think they’ll appreciate. That’s 

different than someone to saying, “Sure, I like it well enough, I guess.” If people will announce to the 

world that they Like it, then you’ve got a potential success on your hands. 

Solution #4: Personalize and Individualize   

As we saw in Blunder #4, there’s little else that turns people off to your digital marketing more than 

making it one size fits all. People expect customization and they expect it to happen without them 

putting forth much effort. They also expect what you offer to match what they need. That can be a 

pretty daunting list of demands if you don’t have any idea how to deliver this kind of experience. 

Fortunately, it’s actually not as overwhelming as marketers sometimes make it out to be. 

THIS IS WHAT PEOPLE LIKE TO LIKE. 
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Let’s consider email as an illustration of my point. If you send an email to someone in your database that 

doesn’t include their correct name as a greeting, that’s bad. That should be simple to do with today’s 

technology. However, only doing that could be worse than not doing anything at all depending on what 

else you do in that email. If you recognize someone by name and then send that person an offer for a 

product that’s only used by members of the opposite sex, you have a problem. Don’t send offers for 

women’s boots to men or grilling accessories to women. Sure, there might be some rare overlaps, but in 

general, you should be fine if you apply this kind of logic. Adding a name to an email or website is 

personalization. That’s fine. You need to create individualization. Individualization should elicit this 

response from people: “Wow. They wrote this just for me.” Not “someone like me.” Not “every other 

man in Ohio.” No. Just For Me.  

Of course, wouldn’t write it just for him or her. That gets prohibitively expense in the time and money 

categories. You just need to invest enough effort in your backend systems to allow this to happen 

automatically and dynamically. That means it happens without you doing anything and it happens in 

real-time. Your system should know and figure out things about me and match this to your products and 

offers. Among the best in the world at this is Amazon.  

 

 

KNOW WHAT I WANT BY KNOWING ME AND MY FRIENDS. 
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Amazon’s business relies on giving you an individualized experience. And because of the scale of what 

they offer, every person’s recommendations are different from every other person’s. There are almost 

an infinite number of possibilities. Amazon used to base recommendations simply on what you bought 

and looked at in the past. Now they have an additional layer of individualization. By connecting to your 

Facebook account, they can factor in what your friends like as well. The thought is that you and your 

friends probably have some similar tastes (or you wouldn’t be friends in the first place). 

You don’t need a complex backend system like the one that powers Amazon’s recommendations, but 

you do need to invest in ways to ensure that what people get from you appeals to them on a very 

individual level. 
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Wrap Up 

Digital marketing is hard. To further complicate things, we often make it harder than it has to be. We 

make it harder on ourselves to be successful because we make it harder for people to not say, “We Hate 

Your .com.” With limited time and patience for anything online, especially things that come from 

brands, you only have an instant to appeal to people and to encourage them to stay with you. If you’re 

making any of the four blunders we outlined here, you should know that you’re losing more people than 

you should and probably wasting a lot of money. Fortunately, for each blunder, there’s also a solution. 

They aren’t simple solutions because they will require you to do things than the past. However, they are 

simple to understand and are worth the investment to implement. Your customers will thank you, your 

company will thank you, and never again will you have to hear from a focus group: 

“We Hate Your .com” 

Contact 

Jonathan Richman 

jonathan.richman@possibleworldwide.com 

530-346-3567 

@jonmrich 
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The Presentation 

The first presentation of this concept was done at the 2010 e-Patient Connections Conference. The 

format for this presentation was a bit of a challenge. It was done as a Pecha Kucha presentation based 

on a request from the conference organizers. That means I had only 20 slides that each advanced 

automatically after 20 seconds; just 6 minutes and 40 seconds to convey why most digital marketing 

doesn’t work.  

The slides from the presentation follow. You can view the presentation here: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pzrf23Scxmo. 
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