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Marketing is all around us. From our very first memories as children to the hours 
before we went to bed last night, we’ve been utterly inundated by marketing.  And 
because marketing has been with us for as long as we’ve been alive, we mostly 
take it for granted. Like a fish who doesn’t notice the water surrounding it, we 
often fail to notice how marketing is changing us.

We also fail to notice how marketing itself is changing. For a long time, marketing 
was little more than advertising.  And advertising was relatively inexpensive, and 
usually very effective when done well.   Basically, all you needed to do to promote 
a new product was run a clever ad on the radio or in the newspaper, or on TV if 
you could afford it, and that’s pretty much all there was to it.  If your product was 
good, people would buy it and your business would thrive.  But, of course, that’s 
no longer the case. While TV and radio were built to give advertising a place 
to live, you can no longer reach people the same way you used to with these 
outlets. The same is true for newspapers and print. Everyone is online now, and 
traditional forms of advertising don’t work especially well online.  Marketing needs 
to evolve.  

“For marketers, the internet has changed the rules of the game,” writes the 
bestselling author and world-renowned marketing guru Seth Godin.  “On the 
internet, you can’t steal someone’s attention for a penny [i.e. by running ads] the 
way your parents and grandparents’ companies did.  Today, you have to actually 
earn someone’s attention, and that’s a lot harder to do.”

If anyone would know how marketing is changing, it’d be Seth Godin.  Over 
the years, Godin has helped launch dozens of world-beating companies. His 
innovative marketing strategies and tactics have helped entrepreneurs and 
corporate leaders the world over sell just about every type of good and service 
imaginable to more customers than we can count. Along the way, Godin has 
worked with the best minds in the business - from Jay Levinson, the father of 
guerrilla marketing, to Lester Wunderman, the Godfather of direct mail. Godin’s 
ideas have consistently built billion-dollar companies and raised billions more for 
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social causes. 

Throughout all of this, Godin has paid incredibly close attention to what works, 
and what doesn’t. For him, marketing has been an ongoing experiment of 
trial and error with projects and organizations he cares about. As a result, he 
has developed an amazingly well-calibrated compass for where the state of 
marketing is today, and for where it’s going in the future.

In This is Marketing, Seth Godin shares a lifetime of battle-tested ideas and 
insights with his loyal readers. In this summary, we’ve cherry-picked the best of 
those ideas to help you and your organization remain at the forefront of the ever-
changing world of online marketing.  

Great Marketers Are Change Agents
Godin believes the best marketers are agents of change, and that’s what you 
should aspire to be.  In some cases, the change you’re looking to make in the 
world might be rather benign.  For example, let’s say you’re simply looking 
to grow the market share of OZO brand laundry soap by 1%, and in order to 
do that you need to change some Clorox users into OZO users.  It’s pretty 
straightforward, really.  Other times, the change you hope to make in the 
world might be a little more profound. For example, let’s say you’re trying to 
recruit more low-income, racialized youth in your area to join a new afterschool 
program.  In that case, the change involves helping those kids to see that they 
have more skill and potential than they believe they do, and to recognize that 
gangs and drugs are not their only path forward in life. 

Regardless of the circumstances, says Godin, if you’re a marketer, then you’re 
in the business of making change happen.  This “marketer as change agent” 
is an important mindset to keep in mind.  Why?  Because as soon as you ask 
yourself about what change it is you’re looking to make in the world, then it ought 
to become quite clear that you have virtually no chance of changing everyone 
(unless you’re hopelessly naive, that is).  Frankly, some loyal Clorox users 
will never switch to OZO, no matter what you throw at them.  Just like some 
disadvantaged youth will never sign up for that afterschool program, no matter 
how well you promote it.

“Remember that everyone is an awful lot of people,” writes Godin. “Everyone 
is too diverse, too enormous, and too indifferent for you to have a chance at 
changing them.” So, don’t focus on changing everyone, he advises.  Focus on 
changing someone.  The question then is who?

Who’s It For?
This is Marketing is organized around two seminal questions that every would-
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be marketer must be able to answer when thinking about how best to promote a 
new product or service.   

The first of these questions is: “Who’s it for?”

In Godin’s unparalleled experience, the “Who’s it for?” question has an almost 
magical power to it. It contains the ability to shift the product you make, the story 
you tell, and where you tell it. Once you’re crystal clear on “Who is it for?” then 
the rest is almost child’s play, he says. 

Again, if you’re lucky, the change in the world that you’re hoping to sell might 
appeal to a lot of people.   But it will never appeal to everyone.  So, to start to 
narrow down “Who’s it for,” ask yourself questions like: does my target market 
share a common set of beliefs? How about a common geography or a common 
demographic? Could I pick them out of a crowd? What makes them so different 
from everyone else, and yet so remarkably similar to each other?  You need to 
keep coming back to the question “Who’s it for?” until you’ve really nailed it.

Oftentimes, your market segmentation won’t be a matter of identifying people 
with common outward-facing demographics (e.g. age & gender) but rather 
common inward “worldviews.”

“Just as you can segment people by the color of their hair or the length of their 
ring fingers, you can group people based on the narratives they tell themselves,” 
explains Godin. We call these worldviews.  Worldviews are distillations of our 
assumptions, biases and stereotypes. They are mental shortcuts that help us 
understand and interpret the world around us.  

Like it or not, we all see the world through biased lenses of one form or another.  
“Loyal Fox News viewers have a particular worldview,” explains Goldin. “As do 
fox hunters.”  And regardless of whether you’re looking to appeal to Fox News 
viewer or fox hunters, your job as a marketer is to get into the heads of these 
people and figure out how to meet their needs.

Here’s a cool, real-life example of different worldviews in action: both Dunkin’ 
Donuts and Starbucks sell coffee and breakfast pastries. They’re both large, well-
run corporations. And they both aim to maximize growth and profitability.  But 
for the first two decades or so of its existence, Starbucks didn’t try to sell coffee 
to people who bought coffee from Dunkin’ Donuts. Instead, Starbucks set out 
to serve someone with a very precise set of beliefs about coffee, time, money, 
community, and luxury.   Even though from the very beginning Starbucks had its 
sights set on world-domination, it deliberately didn’t try to chase after the entire 
population of coffee drinkers.  Instead, Starbucks focused its marketing efforts on 
people with a particular worldview and left the rest of the market alone. And now, 
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by obsessing over this group of people, and only this group, Starbucks has built a 
global brand for the ages. 

It’s the Customer’s Worldview.  Not Yours.

According to the author, a common trap that many marketers and business 
executives fall into is blindly imposing one’s own personal worldview onto their 
customers.  This is a no-no.

Godin tells the cautionary tale of Ron Johnson who was brought in as CEO of JC 
Penny in 2011 to turn the company around.  One of Johnson’s first acts was to 
end the constant stream of discounts and flash sales that the store was always 
pitching to its customers. Johnson took that action based on his own worldview 
of how people should shop at a modern department store.  He didn’t think that a 
quality retailer should be constantly pitching clearances, coupons and discounts, 
so he tried to transform JCPenney into his kind of store. As a result, sales 
plummeted by more than 50%. 

Coming from his previous position as senior vice president of retail operations at 
Apple, Johnson saw the world of retail through the lens of quality and elegance.  
As a result of his worldview, he abandoned Penny’s true fans: people who love 
the sport of bargain-hunting. Or the urgency of the sales. Or both.  “Johnson 
failed to understand that Penny’s traditional customers were basically playing 
a game with all those flash-sales and discounts,” explains Godin. “A game that 
made them feel like they were winning by shopping.”  Had Johnson just paused 
for a moment to try to understand his customers’ worldview, he’d have seen that.

The JC Penny example reveals another important lesson as well.  It teaches us 
that if we aim to answer the fundamental marketing question of “Who’s it for?” 
then we must be willing to say to some people that “this product is not for you.”  
Like, let’s admit that JC Penny probably isn’t for people who crave an elegant 
and refined shopping experience.  And that’s OK!

“Saying ‘this is not for you’ shows that you respect someone enough that you’re 
not going to waste their time, pander to them, or insist that they change their 
beliefs,” writes Godin. “You should not question whether these people have bad 
taste.  That’s pointless ...  We know that every bestselling book on Amazon has 
at least a few one-star reviews … It is not possible to create a work of art that 
pleases everyone,” he says, “and you would be foolish to even try.”

What’s It For?
Harvard marketing Professor Theodore Levitt famously said, “People don’t want 
to buy a quarter-inch drill. They want a quarter-inch hole!” The point is that the 
drill bit is merely a feature – a means to an end. 

http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/5170.html
http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/5170.html
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According to Godin, Levitt is on the right track, but he doesn’t go nearly far 
enough. In Godin’s view, no one actually wants a quarter inch hole either. What 
people want is the new shelf that will go on the wall once they finish drilling the 
hole, accompanied by the good feeling of seeing how uncluttered their bedroom 
is now that all their stuff is off the floor and on the shelf. They also want the 
satisfaction of knowing they did it themselves, and maybe too, the temporary 
increase in status they’ll get when their spouse comes home and admires their 
handiwork.  

But again, the point here is that people don’t actually want to buy a ¼ inch drill 
bit, or whatever other wonderful new gadget you may be trying to sell them. 
People want to feel safe, happy and respected. “People need to be able to clearly 
visualize the way your product or service, once consumed, will make them feel,” 
writes Godin. “If your offering can bring someone belonging, connection, peace of 
mind, status, or one of the other most desired human emotions, then you’ve done 
something worthwhile for them. If not, then why bother?” 

Godin believes that would-be marketers are letting their customers down every 
time they focus on “features” (aka the drill bit), and not the intended destination (a 
cozy, uncluttered room).   This is where Godin’s second fundamental marketing 
question – the question of “What’s it for?” comes in.  It’s your job as a marketer 
to paint a coherent picture for your customers on how using your thing can help 
them achieve a positive and desirable end-state.

Answering the “What’s it for?” question starts with finding the edges.  What 
does that mean, exactly?  Well, in a world of limitless choice, more and more 
customers than ever before want to stand out from the crowd.  “In our fast-
moving world, people are constantly looking for an edge; an edge over our 
co-workers, our neighbors, our extended family members and so forth,” writes 
Godin.  “And so, as a marketer, your job is to help your customers find their 
edge.”

For example, let’s say a local musician has hired you to help market her new 
music school.  Unless your client happens to operate in a very small, isolated 
town, then it’s probably not going to be enough to simply rely on the fact that 
she’s “local.”   Because, obviously, there are other teachers who are just as local.  
Moreover, printing a bunch of flyers that effectively say your client is “good at 
teaching,” are just as unlikely to differentiate her from the crowd. So, the question 
you should be asking yourself is where are the edges in this case.

Asking that question might cause you to realize that your client’s edge is that 
she’s a fair bit more demanding with her students than all of the other teachers 
in town.  At first, that may not sound like such a good thing, but again, you’re 
looking for an edge, not more of the same.  So, your edge might be to claim 
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that the new music school is for “serious students only” whose goal is to “win 
competitions.”  That’s obviously not for everyone. But suddenly, the more 
competitive-minded parents in your community now have a good reason to 
drive their kids halfway across town to patronize your client’s school.   Now 
you’ve answered the “What’s it for?” question.   The music school isn’t there to 
impart musical knowledge.   It’s there to impart skills that can give its students 
an edge over students elsewhere, allowing them to stand out from the crowd in 
competitions.  The school is a vehicle for achieving status.

“Is this the music teacher that you wish you’d had growing up?” asks Godin.  
“Perhaps yes, or perhaps you were happy to have a more low-stress learning 
environment. But for the parents who see the practice room as a venue for 
character-building, and for the student who sees music as a competition, this is 
precisely what they are looking for. A music school who caters explicitly to these 
sorts of people operates at the edge of the board.  It has a very clear vision for 
who its clientele is, and just as importantly who it isn’t.”  That’s a winning formula.

In our lifetime, very few brands have ever been as successful as Facebook at 
answering the “What’s it for?” question. From 2005 to 2011, Facebook grew 
exponentially from just a few million users to over a billion. Today, that number 
is over 2 billion. As a social networking platform, Facebook didn’t achieve these 
jaw-dropping milestones simply by having the best tools and features to offer its 
customers. No, it achieved this incredible success by perfectly answering the 
perennial marketing question: What’s it for? And what’s it for is social status. 

Starting out at Harvard University was part of Facebook’s secret. Those insecure 
Harvard students had an urgent need to find out where they stood in the social 
pecking order.  Facebook helped them answer that burning question in an 
efficient and definitive way.  

“As it spread through the Ivy League, Facebook crossed one chasm after 
another,” writes Godin. “The relentless ratcheting up of status kept it spreading 
like a virus. The more friends you had on Facebook, the higher your status. 
Facebook was planted in the best possible spot, surrounded by insecure, status-
seeking young people with fast Internet connections, plenty of spare time, and an 
insatiable desire to move up in some invisible social hierarchy.”

Once it spread through the Ivy League schools, it wasn’t hard to jump to the 
general public. That last chasm was the billion-dollar one. But the rules of the 
game were the same, it was all about status. People had a choice, either join 
Facebook or face your worst fear – to be socially isolated. Facebook grew as 
it did because the reason for signing up changed quickly from “this should be 
interesting” to “this will help me immeasurably” to “I don’t want to be the last 
person on Earth who isn’t using this.”   Isn’t that pretty much why you joined? 
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Status of course is not the only emotional driver we have as humans, explains 
Godin. There are other drivers that can just as easily answer the “What’s it 
for?” question. Things such as safety, security and independence. But status is 
a pretty good one for marketers to focus on, because in our hyper-connected 
online world it drives so many of our purchasing decisions. 

It’s also important to remember that status isn’t the same as wealth. Wealth can 
contribute to status, but it is by no means the only ingredient. In some social 
circles, Pulitzer Prize winners have more status than Bill Gates and Warren 
Buffett. The CEO in charge of a hospital might have more status then the 
highest-earning doctor who works there, even if the doctor makes far more than 
the CEO. In other words, status can be highly situational. But the fact of the 
matter is, nearly everyone yearns for it. 

As we saw with the Facebook example, a great way to heighten one’s relative 
status is to be seen as being affiliated with others who also enjoy relatively higher 
status within a particular tribe or community. As a marketer, says Godin, your role 
is to help facilitate those affiliations. 

“The affiliation marketer is always working to prime the pump by sending the right 
signals to the right people, in search of a cascade,” he Godin. “For an investment 
bank, that means running tombstone ads with the names of all the ‘right’ firms at 
the bottom. For a business-to-business seller, that means creating referrals. For 
a local craftsperson, that means hunkering down in a single neighborhood until a 
strong reputation is established.   The methods might vary from case to case, but 
the objectives are the same – leverage those affiliations.”

The best marketers today spend an enormous amount of time and money on 
the simple task of sending affiliation signals, explains Godin. How busy is the 
tradeshow booth? Who else is at the launch party? Are all the right people talking 
about the hot new thing? This type of status is fundamentally about saying that 
you are connected, that you are part of a select group.  And in an economy 
based increasingly on the scope and quality of connections more than any other 
thing, being a trusted member of the family is priceless. 

Beta Test Your Innovations
Now, after you’ve finished asking your “Who’s it for?” and your “What’s it for?” 
questions, and you’re satisfied with the answers, the next step is to find some 
potential customers and ask them if they’d like to purchase your innovative new 
product or service, right?  Wrong!!  

“If you want to know what people want, don’t bother asking them,” warns Godin. 
If you come out and ask them, you probably won’t find what you’re looking for. 
You certainly won’t find a breakthrough. As a marketer, it’s your job to watch 
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people, to figure out what they dream of, and then to create a transaction that 
can deliver that feeling. “Henry Ford didn’t invent the Model T by asking people,” 
notes the author. “Steve jobs didn’t invent the iPhone by asking people. The 
crowd didn’t invent JetBlue, City Bakery, or Charity: water either.”

According to Godin, the fact is that most people only have a fuzzy idea of their 
needs and wants and how to satisfy them.  It’s your job as a marketer to help 
crystallize those ideas. This is particularly true when you’re trying to offer a new 
way to satisfy an old want. Customers usually prefer to employ familiar solutions, 
even when that familiar solution isn’t working especially well.  So, when it comes 
time to try something different, most people get stuck. You need to blaze a trail 
for them, says Godin.  You must show them the way forward.

So, if you can’t come out and ask customers directly what they need and want, 
how do you figure it out?  For Godin, the answer is to always be beta testing. 
These days, it’s cheaper and faster than ever to create a prototype, or a limited 
run of a new product or service. By leveraging social media, it’s also cheaper 
and faster than ever to find first-adopter types, and to engage with them early 
and often to get meaningful feedback. Some of the beta versions you’ll roll-
out will completely miss the mark, but that’s okay, because others will be very 
successful. That’s how innovation works: you win some, you lose some.

Don’t Be Cheap
We’ll leave you, as Godin does, with a final word of warning about being cheap.  

“Cheap is another way to say scared,” writes Godin. “Racing to be the cheapest 
means that you’re not investing sufficiently in change. Because when you’re the 
cheapest, by definition you’re not promising change. You’re promising the same, 
but cheaper.  That’s not marketing.”

Godin acknowledges full well that the race to the bottom is awfully tempting, 
because nothing is easier to sell than cheap. It requires no new calculations or 
deep thinking on your part, or on the part of the customer. It’s simply cheaper. 
But don’t go there, warns Godin. “Low price is the last refuge of a marketer who 
has run out of generous ideas. Don’t be ashamed to charge what your product is 
worth.  Find the right customer.  They will be willing to pay for it.”

Conclusion 
“It’s time to stop hassling and stop interrupting” says Seth Godin. “It’s time to stop 
begging people to become your clients, and to stop feeling bad about charging 
them for your work. It’s time to stop looking for gimmicks and shortcuts, and 
time to take a more viable path.”  In other words, it’s time, according to the great 
marketing guru, to stop simply running ads and start marketing the right way.  
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Because This is Marketing, and that is how you win.
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