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FLOR

These days, no one in the industry can escape customer experience, 

or CX. Read the trades, and you’ll find article after article on the need 

for customer centricity, unified experiences, and providing value beyond 

the purchase. But in talking so much about CX, we rarely get more than the 

most generic description of it. It’s as though we’re discussing someone we’ve 

never met.

In this issue of POV, we set out to unmask and demystify the topic, and talk about 

CX in terms anyone can understand. To do so, we’ve tapped experts, from Singapore 

to Los Angeles to London and beyond, who have provided their own perspectives and 

demonstrated that CX is not a simple task, but a many-splendored thing.  

Melissa Wilfley kicks things off by explaining what CX is, and its relation to UI and UX. Next, 

Ben Bashford examines how the role of the UX designer has evolved from a single job to the 

responsibility of the team. 

Thinking about experience holistically, Jason Brush makes a strong case for designing prototypes. 

Then, Thomas Stelter brings clarity to customer relationship management (CRM) by showing how it’s 

a delicate interplay between tasks and gestures. 

An infographic marks the middle of the issue, where the five major categories of CX are represented. Next 

up, Jaime Klein Daley provides us with a completely different way to think about the topic; she interviews 

leadership coach Kelsey Pytlik, who uses the principles of UX design (think wireframes) to explain gender bias. 

While CX takes center stage in this issue, it’s not the only area we’ve explored. Brandon Geary sheds a light on 

companies, such as Tyson and Ford, that are looking ahead to a future without chicken and cars. Meredith Chase 

shares how using insights fueled innovation and helped adidas breakthrough in social. And Jason Carmel shows how 

the path to purchase is neither linear, nor circular, but messy and random. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Data, 

commerce, culture, creative, and content round out our fourth edition.

Lastly, you may have noticed some changes in this issue. We’ve reduced the size, changed the paper and typeface, used 

different binding, and have added some delightful printing elements to engage more than your sense of sight. We’ve taken CX 

seriously—and into print. This is a new POV experience. Enjoy.

#WeArePOSSIBLE

Rebecca Bedrossian

Global Content Director
POSSIBLE Portland

Words of wisdom from our CMO roundtable event. 
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In the real world, the big usually eat the small. The strong eat the weak. The fast 

outstrip the slow. But in startup culture, disruption and innovation are inextricably 

linked with smaller companies backed by private funding.

In the typical narrative, large, publicly-traded companies are cast as defenders of the 

status quo—and fat targets, too. As Clayton Christensen, the inventor of disruption 

theory and strategy, once said, “By doing what they must do to keep their margins 

strong and their stock price healthy, every company paves the way for its own 

disruption.” 

However, it’s become increasingly clear that the standard tale of disruption is at best 

misleading. In many cases, large category leaders are the ones doing the disrupting and 

winning. One of the earlier examples was Netflix, which upended the mail-order DVD 

business with its digital delivery. But it is by no means alone. In fact, except for the 

occasional Tesla (and the jury is still out on that), it may be harder than ever to compete 

with big companies.

Because rather than defending the status quo, many large companies are planning for 

their own demise. They’re succeeding by setting themselves up for a future in which 

their most profitable product or their entire category no longer exists. In doing so, they 

are following a blueprint, whose principles are becoming increasingly clear:

THEY ARE OPTIMIZING CURRENT 
CASH COWS FOR THE NEW 
REALITY

Smart companies make sure their stars 

receive investment, while existing cash 

cows support growth. Microsoft is a 

great example of this. Its Office Suite of 

products was associated with the desktop 

as recently as 2010. Then came disruptive 

free apps, such as Google Docs and 

Open Office. As these increased in 

sophistication, many expected Office to 

go into an irreversible decline. 

In fact, the opposite happened. Microsoft 
wasted no time in leveraging its boxed 

business to transform Office into a 

cloud-based service with a powerful 

desktop component. This combination of 

the familiar and the flexible has paid big 

dividends. Today, Office has a greater 

market share than it did in 2014, even 

though it’s the most expensive solution in 

its category. 

Brandon Geary

Global Chief Strategy Officer
POSSIBLE Seattle

The End 
Is Near
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THEY ANTICIPATE THE END OF 
ERAS

Disruptive, large companies know when 

the category they dominate will become 

irrelevant. For example, Facebook today 

owns a whopping 77 percent of mobile 

social traffic. Nonetheless, it’s already 

envisioning the end of smartphones. 

Mark Zuckerberg believes that we’ll 

eventually ditch our handheld devices for 

smart, augmented reality (AR) wearables. 

Instead of talking to a screen, we’ll 

have images implanted on our eyes. 

This accounts for Facebook’s heavy 

investment in AR technology.

Put simply, a company’s size can matter—and, yes, bigger is often better. While it may 

be difficult for large companies to innovate, if they’re willing to challenge their core, 

they often find new ways to succeed. Moving forward, it makes sense to pay attention 

to large company innovation as much as small. As in the real world, we’ll probably see 

more big fish eating small ones than the other way around.

THEY IMPROVE UPON FIRST-
MOVER MISSTEPS 

One of the persistent myths of startup 

culture is that first movers win. In fact, 

they often don’t. Large companies have 

the ability to take the initiative from 

smaller startups, benefit from their 

mistakes, and beat them at their own 

game. Zipcar, for example, showed that 

we could change the way urban dwellers 

commute, but it was far from prosperous.

Daimler managed to benefit from a 

critical deficiency in the startup’s 

business model: the annoying rule that 

you had to return your car to the same 

place you picked it up. When the larger 

company purchased competitor Car2Go, 

it included the negotiations with city 

transportation departments to ensure that 

users could park the vehicles for free, 

allowing for one-way trips. 

THEY’RE UNAFRAID TO ENGAGE 
THEIR CRITICS

Energy companies are often demonized 

as defenders of fossil fuels, but several 

are vocal about problems with the current 

energy mix. In spite of its involvement 

in Canada’s tar sands, Shell has frankly 

and honestly discussed the future of 

energy. As early as 1991, the company 

made a prescient film about the risks of 

global warming. Its CEO is a proponent 

of a carbon tax, and the company invests 

heavily in solar. While its scorecard 

isn’t perfect, Shell is not hiding from 

the problems caused by the petroleum 

industry.

Another company doing much the same 

thing is Ford. In an interview with 

Business Insider, CEO Mark Fields 

frankly stated he doesn’t think many cars 

will be on city roads in the future. As a 

result, Ford is setting its sights on all 

forms of transportation, not just what it’s 

known for today. And, apparently, Fields 

himself wasn’t moving fast enough, as 

the company went further by bringing in 

James Hackett to replace him. The new 

CEO immediately brought in a former 

executive from Uber

THEY CHALLENGE THEMSELVES 
DIRECTLY

Some companies support efforts that 

directly challenge their business models. 

Tyson Foods may be the largest poultry 

producer in the world, yet this company is 

investing heavily in a meatless future. In 

2016, it launched a $150 million venture 

capital fund that invests in startups 

developing meat alternatives. It also 

bought a five percent stake in Beyond 
Meat, a Silicon Valley startup that makes 

plant-based beef and chicken from pea 

protein. This may enable it to transition 

to a future in which meat is not what’s for 

dinner.
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There is an elephant in the room when 

it comes to the agency world. While we 

are constantly pushing brands to cross 

boundaries and transform themselves 

to meet new realities, we are also doing 

something many of us find uncomfortable: 

acquisitions, mergers, and the like. Every 

time you read about one, you’re reading 

about two organizations that are going to 

experience changes, good and bad.

Needless to say, this has recently 

happened at my agency. Suddenly, everyone 

is focused on what will happen next, and 

sometimes not in a positive way. There is 

fear of the unknown or the usual worry that 

a job might be lost. Though in our industry 

right now, most companies are more worried 

about how to keep great people, than to let 

them go. 

A more natural worry is about the nature 

of work itself. This can range from the 

mundane, such as whether the coffee 

bar will stay stacked as usual, to the 

existential, such as will our culture change, 

or will l be able to keep what I like about 

my job or will the new leader take it away.  

While I’m not aiming to be the optimist in 

an earthquake, in facing change we often 

miss something else: opportunity. As 

agencies reshuffle, we often have a rare 

chance to make the most of it, so long as 

we focus on what’s important. To find out 

how some have succeeded at this, I asked 

people at agencies we’d acquired for their 

best strategies, and here’s what they said:

Martha Hiefield

CEO, Americas
POSSIBLE Seattle

The Times,
They Are 
A-Changin’
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The most important thing to realize is that change is just that, change. No company or 

career is ever static—otherwise, you’ll be left behind and something eventually happens 

to make things different. It’s not always easy either. The best move is to embrace it and 

make the most of it. As I always remind myself,

“Life is 10% what happens,
 and 90% how you handle it.”

Don’t go full turtle. 

It’s natural to want to act as though the acquisition didn’t happen. Creating an us 

vs. them mentality is a typical reaction, but it leads you to underestimate your new 

partners and overestimate your own strengths. It’s a good idea to take a look at 

what each one does well and how to partner. 

Make new connections. 

Be open-minded. The only way companies can integrate well is if they’re willing to 

listen and understand each other.

Keep at it. 

Stay focused and do whatever it is that you’re already doing. Your job is still 

waiting for you, and your best argument for keeping it the same (or make it even 

better) is to continue doing it well. Step up to a new challenge. 

Embrace difference. 

At POSSIBLE, we have a common set of values, however, each office has a slightly 

different vibe. This is perfectly okay. No large organization can impose a monolithic 

culture on people living in different places, doing different jobs, and speaking 

different languages. The important part is not to be uniform, yet create a place for 

mutual respect and togetherness. 

Focus on the positive.

It’s natural to be resistant to change, but it also blinds you to possibilities. In 

changing circumstances, there are always opportunities, and those who keep their 

eyes open are the ones who succeed.

1

2

3

4

5
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Every person privileged enough to make a living through their creativity understands 

a professional creative life depends upon reconciling two seemingly incompatible 

activities: making and selling.

Making—the soul-filling part of a creative practice—is best done without too much 

concern in the moment for how your ideas are going to be sold; good work usually only 

results when unencumbered by the soul-sucking hindrance of second guessing what 

other people are going to think of your ideas. 

While most creative professionals don’t like to focus on the selling part of their work, 

it’s naïve to engage in a professional creative practice with the assumption that an 

adoring audience will blindly accept whatever you make. Most creative professionals 

must convince a range of people—clients, funders, colleagues—that their idea is a good 

one for that idea to become a reality.

And the bolder an idea, the more unconventional, the harder selling becomes. As 

Jonathan Swift said, “He was a bold man that first ate an oyster.” 

My mentor and former colleague Dale Herigstad (one of the designers of Minority 

Report’s famed concept UI) is fond of describing the invisible yet often impermeable 

barrier that prevents innovation as “the wall of the new.” As real as any physical wall, 

the wall of the new is an obstacle that anyone with a challenging, ambitious idea must 

negotiate. Even reasonable collaborators can erect this wall—in fact, more often than 

not, the wall of the new is a perfectly rational construct raised by well-meaning people.

There are two primary reasons why a reasonable person might resist a new and daring 

concept:

“We know not through our intellect 
but through our experience.” 

—Maurice Merleau-Ponty

When encountering resistance to a bold 

creative idea, it’s important to identify 

the source of resistance, as different 

obstacles demand different approaches.

In the first case, when resistance 

is rooted in concerns of relevancy, 

convincing is a matter of making 

a rational argument: demonstrate 

understanding of the problem; show a 

gap in familiar solutions; demonstrate 

how your bold idea fills that gap; project 

the impact of your solution.

This approach is linear and narrative—

and, as such, is usually facilitated by 

a slide deck. While slide decks can 

either be informative or miserable (see 

Edward R. Tuft’s The Cognitive Style of 

PowerPoint) on their own merits, it’s clear 

that linear storytelling is apropos for 

rational arguments. 

But, when it comes to the obstacle of 

elemental understanding of an idea, too 

often the tactics for making rational 

arguments are employed: “Sit down, let 

me walk you through a deck that shows 

my idea” is a fundamentally inadequate 

approach to demonstrate a complex, 

sophisticated, or unorthodox interactive 

experience.

Jason Brush

Global EVP, Experiences & Innovation 
POSSIBLE Los Angeles

1. They understand what you are 

proposing, but have different priorities, 

and think your idea is unnecessary or 

irrelevant.

2. They don’t truly understand your 

idea, and are making assumptions that 

lead them to believe that your idea is 

infeasible or misguided.

Persuasion 
Through 
Prototyping
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A far better approach is to say, 

“Here, why don’t you try this out.”

This approach isn’t new or revolutionary 

whatsoever. Architects show physical 

models, which allow people to look at 

ideas from different vantage points 

of their choosing. Filmmakers show 

storyboards and animatics, which 

allow the audience to feel what it’s like 

to watch the movie before it’s made. 

Industrial designers show models and 

mock-ups, which allow you to hold a 

product in your hand before the assembly 

line is tooled. In these fields, no bold 

idea would ever be attempted to be 

sold without this sort of experiential 

communication. And no real-life user 

evaluates the success of an experience 

solely by looking, but not touching.

For prototyping to be of use in over-

coming the wall of the new, the making of 

prototypes must be a central part of the 

conception and design of those ideas—

a prototype won’t work as an afterthought. 

In interaction design, most every 

interaction designer knows this in 

principle. But the reality of day-to-day 

work—especially in larger teams and on 

larger projects—is that there are always 

the excuses of deadlines and design 

revisions to push off or limit prototyping. 

Despite a host of tools from which to 

choose, all of which make prototyping 

quick and easy—InVision, Adobe XD, 

Facebook’s Origami Studio, Google’s 

Stage (still forthcoming, as of this writing) 

each suited to different levels of fidelity 

and workflows—investment in continuous, 

integrated prototyping can, itself, meet 

resistance.

If you find prototyping 
difficult to integrate 
into your process, or 
convincing your team that 
it ’s valuable, remember 
that prototyping isn’t just 
a useful tool to help with 
creative problem solving; 
it also is an invaluable tool 
for the part of the process 
that creative practitioners 
would often prefer to 
ignore: selling. 

Liberating yourself from the safe confines of a polished deck, and handing your 

audience a prototype to try the idea out, achieves two results that help to overcome

a lack of understanding:

Understanding interactivity without actually interacting is kind of like trying to guess 

at the color of objects by looking at a black-and-white photograph—the more familiar 

you are with the scene being depicted in the photo, the better your guesses will be; 

but if you’re unfamiliar with the scene, if it’s brand new to you, you’re going to fill 

in the blanks and make assumptions based on other experiences which may or may 

not be germane. Chances are, you’re going to get things wrong; your perception and 

understanding are going to be incomplete at best.

2. You give people a chance to 

have their questions answered 

immediately.  When presenting 

something in a linear fashion, as soon 

as somebody has a question that they 

don’t get an answer to right there and 

then, that question just sits there in 

their mind, festering—in fact, blocking 

out other points you might be making. If 

somebody has a question that can easily 

be answered (e.g., “what happens when I 

click on that button?” or “what happens if 

I ask the chatbot this question…?”) in the 

prototype itself, the questions you get will 

be much more productive and focused. 

The dialogue shifts from “how does 

this thing work?” to “is this the right 

solution?” and “how might we make 

this a reality?” which are much more 

valuable conversations to have.

1. Your audience looks at the 

proposed solution through the eyes 

of a user. When people use a prototype, 

they are forced to become users 

themselves. By putting aside their role 

on the project (even just for a moment) 

and acting as a user, they are forced to 

try to understand the solution as a user 

would. If it works, it works; if it doesn’t, it 

doesn’t. But this evaluation is being made 

from a user’s point of view, which is what 

really matters.
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Amazon Go. Fitbit. Blue Apron. 

Wayfair. Today we have a new class of 

brands and products, all built around 

the “customer experience.” We have a 

reasonably new term “CX” that describes 

such businesses. And we even have 

research that shows why doing such an 

approach is critical to brands’ ongoing 

success: According to the Customers 

2020 study by Walker, a customer 

intelligence consulting firm, by 2020 CX 

will likely overtake price and product as 

the key brand differentiator.

However, CX is also confusing. Like many 

new terms, it is constantly being defined 

and redefined according to the changes 

in technology and developments in the 

marketplace. As a result, it is hard to 

know exactly what is meant by the term 

and how to go about doing it. Perhaps 

I can help. My job title is Customer 

Experience Design Lead, which means 

that I should have a good handle on what 

CX is and how it differs from what’s come 

before.

UX VERSUS UI VERSUS CX

To understand CX design, let’s start by looking at its predecessors (and to a lesser de-

gree, components), UI and UX. Essentially, a UI is an interface. It’s the tip of the iceberg 

of how you experience a product: the colors, visual design, layout, and so on. The UX, 

or user experience, is the whole iceberg. It refers to the totality of product design—the 

entire way a user experiences something. If you’re looking at UI and UX from a task and 

responsibility standpoint, you’ll see that they play different roles in success.

Given that the UX design tasks are so broad, and include everything from research to 

sketching out product functionality, you might wonder what’s left for the CX designer. 

As it turns out, a lot. CX looks beyond any single product to a customer’s experience as a 

whole with an entire company. Or, as Forrester defines it, “how customers perceive their 

interactions with your company.” Everything your company does, from how it delivers ser-

vice to how it treats its employees falls under its purview. CX can even sometimes go 

beyond that. You may be the greatest athletic clothing manufacturer in the world, but if 

your suppliers are caught using child labor, that can affect the customer experience of 

your brand.

To clarify the differences between UX and CX, it might be good to look at the tasks 

covered by them:

Visual design

Color

Typography

Layout

Brand compliance

Usability

Interaction design

Visual design

Information architecture

Content strategy

User research

User testing

Everything in UI, plus:

User research

Personas 

Customer journey mapping

User stories scenarios

Sitemaps

User flows

Annotated sketches and wireframes

User testing

Everything in UX, plus:

Customer service

Advertising

Brand reputation

Sales enablement

Pricing fairness

Product delivery

UI Design Tasks

UX

UX Design Tasks

CX

Melissa Wilfley

Experience Design Director
POSSIBLE Singapore

CX Demystified
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UCD: THE DESIGN PHILOSOPHY BEHIND CX

How do you design for CX? The answer is another acronym, UCD, or user-centered 

design. In the product design world, UCD is what’s known as an “outside-in” strategy, 

which means that you start by looking outside your company first. This is primarily done 

by qualitative research in which you go out and talk with customers to try to uncover 

their needs and requirements, and then build products and services that answer them.

For example, if you think about Amazon Go, the central design insight was not about a 

store, but about the greater constraints on time in the modern world and the need to get 

products fresh and fast with a minimal hassle. It didn’t start with the store per se, but 

with an understanding of modern life and technology. Blue Apron is similar. Its central 

insight is that it’s difficult to put on a healthy, quality, home-cooked meal—but that 

many people still long for them.

An outside-in UCD process need not be exotic or require a massive budget. Many 

successful new brands have been built by people whose primary focus group was 

friends and family. If you’re not out there talking, you should be.

UCD FRAMEWORKS: DESIGNING WITH THE CUSTOMER AT 
THE CENTER

UCD is also best accomplished via something called a UCD framework. This is a 

guiding set of principles, a roadmap that takes you from gathering insight to delivering 

a product. Many such frameworks are available online, and they all have different 

strengths and weaknesses. Whichever one you choose, however, should at the least be 

easy for everyone in your organization to understand. It also needs to be able to scale 

across all of your different teams, projects, and processes.

At POSSIBLE, for example, we have a four-part framework:

CONCLUSION

I hope this helps demystify the big bad 

CX acronym and shows how you can 

achieve it. And happy hunting. 

Because CX is not merely 
a new and interesting 
framework for product and 
service development, it ’s 
also a great way to find 
out what people really 
want in their lives.

Understand. We gain understanding of the problem we are trying to solve or the 

opportunity we’re trying to uncover. Then we develop a point of view that answers both 

the business and user needs behind it. 

Conceptualize. We then generate ideas and concepts quickly and iteratively in varying 

degrees of fidelity that meet the identified opportunity spaces. Then we validate 

concepts and further refine them.

Deliver. Next, we finalize the design, and then produce and deliver the required 

documentation, guides, and assets. 

Evaluate and iterate. Finally, we scale the solution, evaluate its performance against 

goals, and continuously improve the experience. 
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Justin Marshall

VP, Partnerships
POSSIBLE Seattle

For Brands,
Twitter Is 
a Marathon,
Not a Sprint

If you’re one of the more than 3.5 

million people who recently retweeted 
#nuggsforcarter to support a young 

man’s record-breaking quest for a free 

year of Wendy’s chicken nuggets, you 

might be surprised to learn that some 

believe Twitter is dead to brands. 

In fairness, many brands haven’t cracked 

the Twitter code yet, but much of the 

reason lies in their off-the-cuff strategies 

for it. Led astray by a successful Oreo 
tweet in 2013, they try to use the platform 

to spontaneously insert themselves into 

the cultural moment.

Wendy’s is a little different. It creates its 

own cultural moments. #Nuggsforcarter 
would never have happened without its 

long and careful attention to the platform. 

Aside from running one of the more fluent 

brand feeds you’ll find, it offered up 

the first March Madness bracket on the 

platform and uses it as the launch point 

for a lot of its marketing. Success on 

Twitter, it turns out, is intentional rather 

than accidental, and the result of strategy 

rather than luck. 

12



AN UNMATCHED ENGAGEMENT PLATFORM

This matters because Twitter offers arguably the best opportunity for brands in social 

media today. People come to the platform in discovery mode, looking to learn what’s 

happening in the world. Once there, they’re open and receptive to everyone, including 

brands. A few data points bear this out:

• 50% of Twitter users follow brands.

• They’re 45% more likely than other social media users to post opinions about   

  brands.

• 41% provide opinions about products/services.

• They’re 31% more likely than other social media users to convince   

  others of their opinions, per Global Web Index.
• Twitter drives 2x brand favorability than the same ads on TV. 

In other words, brands have a much better chance of getting heard on Twitter. It’s live, 

public, and global, which makes it a good place to make a meaningful impact and create 

big moments with consumers. But how can you accomplish that in 140 characters?

BEYOND THE TWEET

The short answer is that you don’t have to anymore. Twitter long ago stopped being a 

140-character-only platform, and its more engaging features offer big possibilities for 

brands.

Probably the best new option is live video. Twitter has always been the go-to second 

screen, but now both screens reside in the same place. More importantly, Twitter has a 

huge audience that self-segments, giving you both scale and quality of audience. What’s 

more, people are getting used to watching video on Twitter. 

In Q1 of 2017, for example, more than 45 million people globally watched it, with 55 

percent of them under the age of 25 (Source: Variety). As a result, live video not only 

generates views, but also starts conversations between people who amplify your 

message.

We can see this from Nike’s recent Breaking2, where millions of people came to 

Twitter (and a few other platforms) to watch a live stream of three athletes trying to 

break the two-hour barrier on a marathon. After it, #breaking2 served as a hashtag for 

inspirational tweets about exercise.

Another option is Moments. This feature takes as its starting point the idea that stories 

tend to unfold in multiple tweets and points of view, as well as articles, videos, and 

other content. Moments reflects that by enabling you to curate and add content to an 

ongoing narrative, and send or incorporate tweets to modify it. 

While essentially an unlimited canvas, Moments is especially good for branded 

events. Microsoft, for example, recently wrapped up two days of Moments on its 

Build Conference. The company posted videos of its keynotes and cool products like 

HoloLens. Along the way, it also captured and surfaced fan content, including a tweet 

from an attendee who was so excited, he posted a GIF of a cat riding a Tyrannosaurus 

rex while holding a Microsoft flag.

PATH TO SUCCESS 

To take advantage of all this, however, 

brands must stop looking at the platform 

as a forum for one-off content. Twitter 
requires orchestration and curation. 

It’s not about the Oreo playbook and 

reacting in real-time. It’s about charting 

out a narrative that grows and changes as 

events occur. 

Successful brands on Twitter craft 

stories that people care about, and that 

can live and breathe over time. Nike 

succeeded with Breaking2 because it 

made a bold stand and reminded people 

that it celebrates athletes in addition 

to apparel. Wendy’s capitalized on 

#nuggsforcarter because of its long and 

authentic engagement with customers on 

the platform.

So, don’t worry. Twitter  is 
still one of the internet’s 
best audiences for brands. 
However, we need to think 
about it with a narrative 
focus. Winning on the 
platform is not a sprint, 
but a marathon—and 
definitely one that should 
take longer than two hours 
to complete.
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Tesla sets a pre-order record without a working prototype, Volvo 

is going 100% hybrid, Ford partners with Amazon, and millennials 

don’t even want a car. While it feels like a Schrödinger’s cat 

experiment, by leveraging data, new devices, and emerging 

behaviors, automotive brands are actually on the cusp of redefining 

the relationship value between vehicles and consumers.

No one knows disruptive times better than the automotive industry. 

It faces a continual stream of doomsayers as auto brands compete 

in a sea of sameness for market share with a new generation who 

is not that interested in ownership—or even driving. 

We have focused on a future in which we imagine car brands will 

be less relevant, and autonomous cars will rule the road. But, as 

the recent Connected Car Opportunity eMarketer report points 

out, a very real challenge is already here, and it centers around 

the connected vehicle and how it’s transforming the customer 

experience. 

Traditionally, automakers have had a very clear role: produce a 

great product and drive customer acquisition, largely through 

advertising. Once prospective customers connected with a 

dealership, however, the brand stepped back and then let the 

dealer take over and provide the expertise that leads to a sale and 

continuing interaction over time.

That’s no longer the case. Thanks to smart assistants, IoT devices, 

and CRM-based customer lifecycle management systems, brands 

can now be much more present in a consumer’s life. As a result, 

they need to start thinking about new ways to communicate and 

provide value inside and outside the car. Here are a few ways, but 

by no means an exhaustive list.

FIND NEW MODELS FOR 
INTERACTION

A few years ago, the automotive 

world fell in love with the Uber/
Spotify partnership. But, in fairness, 

this is first-generation thinking. We 

had radios in cars, and now we have 

highly personalized digital radio. We’re 

simply replacing one technology with a 

functionally similar one. Real innovation 

lies in breaking such conventions. 

The partnerships between Ford and 

Alexa or BMW and Cortana can open a 

range of new possibilities. Smart brands 

will find valuable ways to integrate new 

technologies into the car itself, collecting 

information, responding to needs, and 

delivering personalized information and 

insight into things like maintenance, fuel 

economy, and performance.

Thomas Stelter

VP, Emerging Solutions
POSSIBLE Seattle

Highway 
to 
Hell
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SIMPLIFY LIVES 

Did you ever have a garage door opener 

clipped to your sun visor? Most cars 

today have programmable garage door 

buttons already built in. Brands need 

to think that way in relation to the 

connected car experience. They have 

to provide tools that make customers’ 

lives simpler, not complex platforms they 

need to figure out on their own. “Alexa, 

enable the garage door Skill” should be a 

relatively easy win.

CONCLUSION

You might think doing these things 

involves a top-down reorganization 

of brand efforts, but innovation often 

goes best when companies start small 

and scale. Marketing teams can begin 

building consumer-centric communication 

models today, and gradually expand out 

into other touchpoints as data rolls in. 

The opportunities moving forward will 

probably be unexpected, but brands 

should start setting the stage for change 

today.

Today, car owners are 
moving away from 
aspiration to utility, and 
the brands that want to 
win should focus on the 
services a car can provide. 
Customers are slowly 
defining their expectations 
for the connected car 
experience, and the 
emerging leaders will be 
the ones that identify and 
meet them first.

INTEGRATE SYSTEMS

We also should move beyond the car, 

and a good starting point is our phones. 

Today, we have many mobile apps for 

things like finding a car in a parking lot or 

getting notified about service intervals, 

but they aren’t integrated into the car 

itself. Car brands need to approach 

connected car experience development 

with the same verve, boldness, and 

timeline as technology companies. No 

one should ever have to reach into the 

glove box to find a manual. Instead, 

companies need to build apps that do 

everything from tell us where our car is, if 

it needs gas, and what we might need to 

fix in the near future. 

Brands must also commit to maintaining 

those apps. It may take several years to 

design a production car model, but it only 

takes a few weeks to develop or integrate 

a mobile app update that can be delivered 

to an owner’s phone automatically and 

add an additional dimension to the 

customer experience post purchase. 

Those little upgrades provide value and 

keep the relationship alive.

EXPAND TO THE HOME 

In addition to our phones, we also have 

home technology that lets us control and 

monitor everything from the temperature 

of a room to whether we need to pick up 

more milk. That same technology can 

connect the car to the home. A simple 

example might be telling Alexa to start 

your car on a cold day and let you know 

when the temperature inside becomes 

bearable. With technology like Cortana 
and the new Amazon Alexa Show, we 

can develop integrated utilities to monitor 

our garage, keep us up-to-date on driving 

conditions, and let us know our vehicle 

status and location.

COLLECT AND MONETIZE DATA

While everyone is focused on 

functionality, the real value of smart, 

connected technology may be data. 

Currently, carmakers have very little 

visibility into how their cars are being 

used. They don’t know how their 

customers drive or what features of the 

vehicle they’re using. While privacy will 

be an issue, a connected vehicle could 

easily produce behavioral data on how 

to make a better future experience for 

drivers.

Data will also be more directly connected 

to the bottom line. Research today 

indicates that automaker profits will drop 

as technology vendors scoop up a bigger 

share of the pie. Brands should consider 

how data can be harnessed to create new 

value propositions for consumers and 

business partners. For example, how can 

Ford’s new in-car entertainment system 

serve as a marketing research tool that 

drives both product development insights 

and community marketing programs?
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It was a certain Mr. Rogers who exalted the virtues of staying curious. I know that because a friend 

recently showed me a clip in which he looks directly at the camera and tells his young audience, 

“it’s good to be curious about many things.” 

I didn’t grow up with America’s iconic kid entertainer. His show never aired in Puerto Rico when I 

was a kid. I learned about him years later, when I moved to the States and subscribed to TV Guide.

Despite having lived outside the Continental US through my first two years of college, most of my 

life I’ve considered myself “just another American.” Though my roots are elsewhere, my identity is 

here. In advertising terms, I am not part of a segment. I am an integral part of your general audience.

In our quest—our commitment—to being smart digital marketers, we need to look not just at our tech 

partners and platforms but beyond. We need to consciously push ourselves out of our comfort zones 

and ask questions and keep learning, especially about our audience. 

Understanding how our audience is morphing and what we can do to, not just catch up but get ahead 

of the curve, is paramount to remaining competitive. Clarity about this changing audience will better 

inform strategy, leading to culturally-nuanced creative that more of us can relate to—not just a few.

Remember Mr. Rogers and stay curious.  

—Juan Cortés

Demographic diversity is destiny. The US multicultural population is the fastest growing 

segment of the US population. Already over 120 million strong and increasing by 2.3 

million per year, the US multicultural population is the growth engine for leading 

corporations, today and in the future. Hispanics, African Americans, Asian Americans, 

and all other multicultural consumers make up 38 percent of the US population, who 

make up the majority in 21 of the top 25 counties in the US and are responsible for 47 

percent of the GDP. 

Today, virtually all ad agencies are aware 

of the seismic shifts that are redefining 

the so-called “mainstream.” The topic 

aims to answer a central question, which 

will help unlock key insights and growth 

opportunities at the organizational and 

brand levels: How can agencies adapt to 

the changing environment to help drive 

their (and their clients’) businesses? 

To answer this question, we turn to 

a popular school of thought referred 

to as the Resource-Based View. The 

Resource-Based View is grounded in 

the perspective that a firm’s sustainable 

competitive advantage lies in its 

internal resources and capabilities to 

effectively address the changing 

external environment. As such, in 2017 

and beyond, as a matter of survival, ad 

agencies must develop new capabilities 

to drive growth in a country whose 

demographic landscape is increasingly 

diverse. Otherwise, ad agencies, which 

were once revered as “leaders” could 

become “followers” or “laggards,” 

operating out of antiquated business 

models. 

In addition, the industry structure of US 

multicultural marketing has become more 

integrated into the “mainstream” and less 

siloed than ever, providing many “general 

market” ad agencies with the opportunity 

to develop multicultural marketing 

programs that help their clients drive 

growth across all segments. 

Developing these capabilities center 

on two core competencies: (1) hiring 

experts in multicultural marketing, and 

(2) developing an agency culture rooted 

in a “total-market” process. We define 

this concept as a process that begins 

with and includes all consumers (target 

audiences) across the value chain—from 

discussing with clients the targets of the 

brand strategy, to developing creative 

briefs and executing them effectively, 

to measuring the impact of campaigns 

across all target segments. Inclusive, 

holistic, and diverse at its core, total 

market is a business requirement in the 

21st century. This approach places the 

customer at its center and addresses the 

nuances of each customer in a way that 

maximizes growth for the client. 

POPULATION GROWTH BY RACE & ETHNICITY

Redefining the 
General Market
Dr. Jake Beniflah

Brand Strategy &
Thought Research Leadership, mitú

Foreword by 
Juan Cortés, 
Global Learning & 
Development Director 
POSSIBLE Seattle
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So how does an agency move toward a 

total-market approach strategically? 

To answer this question, we propose a 

conceptual model based on four stages 

that will guide agencies through the 

evolution (or steps) necessary to win 

in a diverse marketplace. Stages One 

and Two represent “starting points” for 

many entrants in multicultural marketing, 

while Stages Three and Four tend to 

have agencies and clients with deeper 

resources and capabilities, and marketing 

sophistication. 

As shown in the graphic at right, Stage 

One encompasses clients and agencies 

with the least amount of expertise in 

targeting multicultural consumers. An 

ad agency in Stage One is likely to 

think about the multicultural consumer 

after developing their “general-market” 

strategy. The outcome may look like a 

general-market strategy (or execution) 

that is literally “translated” to reach a 

multicultural audience. Stage Two is 

based on the “adaptation” of the general-

market approach, oftentimes based on 

a singular strategy, but with different 

executions to address cultural nuances. 

Stage Three is the closest to executing 

a pure “segmentation” strategy, with an 

original strategy and execution against 

different multicultural consumers. This is 

often referred to as “in-culture” marketing. 

An example of this would be a strategy 

unique to the Hispanic consumer whose 

execution airs on Univision or on a 

medium that addresses their linguistic 

differences. And finally, Stage Four 

(i.e., expanded in-culture) is based on a 

strategy that is unique to the multicultural 

consumer but communicated in English. 

No one approach addresses all client 

objectives. To drive maximum growth, 

we suggest ad agencies operate in 

Stages Three and Four to target the full 

spectrum of US Hispanics and Asians (i.e., 

US and foreign-born), and Stage Four 

to effectively target African American 

consumers. The billion-dollar question: 

Which segment or segments are ultimately 

driving growth for the brand? Those are 

the segments that need to be prioritized. 

The proposed Four-Stage Model can 

help an ad agency actively manage their 

trajectory, and understand what it needs 

to do to WIN with different ethnic and 

racial consumers, including Non Hispanic 

(NH) Whites. 

So, how should ad agencies effectively target multicultural consumers in 

the 21st century? Tactically speaking, strategies used in Stages One and Two were 

developed in the 1980s and ’90s when consumer insights were scarce, and companies 

were interested in having a “multicultural” effort. Most companies in the US started 

in Stages One and Two, and eventually evolved upward. Today, successful companies 

operate in Stages Three and Four, as they possess a better understanding of the 

benefits of segmentation, and activate the nuances within specific multicultural 

segments. Examples of companies in Stages Three and Four include Honda and 

Toyota; PepsiCo and Coca-Cola; Target and Walmart. They tend to be category leaders. 

In closing, developing and implementing an effective strategy for the multicultural 

consumer is a responsibility that is no longer relegated only to the ethnic or 

multicultural ad agencies. Over the last 10 years, the ad industry has become less 

siloed and more inclusive of all segments, as the demographic boundaries between the 

multicultural population—Latinos, African Americans, and Asians—and the “mainstream” 

are blurred. This reality presents a unique and unprecedented opportunity for marketing 

thought leaders to drive “total-market” solutions by developing customer-centric 

programs. This means putting people first within the organization, making sure that they 

have the in-house capabilities and expertise to drive all of the different, but necessary 

client programs to address the changing landscape. This single statement may be the 

most important in allowing a company to stay ahead of the curve. We end this article 

with the following adage, as we ask you to think about how you can drive growth.

“As your deed is, so is your destiny.” Define what that 
is, and go where no one has gone before: Adelante 
[upward!].

THE FOUR-STAGE MODEL IN 
CULTURAL MARKETING

Dr. Jake Beniflah has spent 25 years working with leading marketing organizations in the 

advertising indusry to drive ROI for Hispanic and mainstream consumers. He is the founding 

editor of the Journal of Cultural Marketing Strategy.
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Think of any good relationship and you’ll find that the partners have some things they 

do that are expected. They work, clean up, and agree to share the TV. But they also have 

extra things they do that they don’t have to. They don’t have to get up and make coffee 

first, but they do. They don’t have to make a surprise romantic gesture, but they do. 

Any relationship, including those brands have with customers, relies partly on this 

dynamic. Each side has tasks, or things they must do (ship a product that works, pay 

on time, or provide a reasonable level of customer service). But brands can also make 

gestures, or special things they do to make their customer’s experience better. Those 

gestures are often critical elements that define the brand: LL Bean’s willingness to let 

you return anything, Amazon’s Two-Day Shipping, or Walmart’s mania about low prices.

When marketers discuss CRM or relationship building, they can get complicated and 

technical. But whenever you get confused, you can usually reduce the discussion 

to tasks and gestures. Tasks are the baseline of service every brand is expected to 

deliver. Gestures consist of things brands do that provide value beyond the purchase or 

interaction. So far, this seems pretty “Branding 101.” But life is never so simple. Let’s 

look at a few rules.

GESTURES ARE NICE BUT TASKS 
ARE CRITICAL

While you might think gestures are the 

building blocks of customer loyalty and 

tasks are humdrum, that doesn’t exactly 

capture the point. The initial impact of a 

gesture is low and must build over time. 

Failure to execute a task, on the other 

hand, can have immediate and drastic 

negative consequences. A spouse can 

make all the coffee in the world, but if 

that coffee comes with a side dish of 

flagrant adultery, frankly it won’t matter 

much.

If you don’t believe me, believe Harvard. 

A recent study showed that when users 

of a product or service encounter a pain 

point, they react much more forcefully 

than when a brand does something well. 

Most pain points are nothing more than 

unfulfilled tasks. For example, most 

women’s athletic clothiers have very 

liberal returns policies. Lululemon, 

an otherwise gesture-rich brand, has 

long had a terrible policy, which was a 

source of frequent complaints. Recently, 

however, in the wake of a terrible 

earnings report, the company changed its 

tune. Now, its return policy is only kind of 

lousy. Lesson not quite learned.

Thomas Stelter

VP, Emerging Solutions
POSSIBLE Chicago

The Dance 
of Tasks
and Gestures
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GESTURES REMOVE PAIN 
POINTS OR ADDRESS PASSIONS

Gestures are built primarily through 

the identification of pain points in how 

customers interact with a brand or 

the world. An obvious example might 

be banks that now allow customers to 

deposit physical checks with an app, 

rather than leaving home. Ditto the 

numerous, hard-to-buy brands (razors, 

especially) that have simplified their 

customers’ lives with subscription 

services. Another version of this comes 

with brands that offer education to help 

you get more out of a product or support 

the shared interests of their audiences.

GESTURES CAN BECOME TASKS 
OVER TIME

The problem with making coffee first 

every morning is that coffee eventually 

becomes your job. The truth is that if 

every brand in a category is making the 

same gesture, it stops being a nice-to-

have and becomes a requirement. 

The auto industry is a fertile ground for 

seeing how this can happen. Every year 

companies (and prominently Ford) come 

up with innovations that might be called 

gestures. One model year, a company 

comes out with a push-button hatchback. 

The next year, everyone else follows. 

The following year, if you don’t have one, 

you’ve got a problem. 

While some gestures, like Red Bull’s 

integration with extreme sports, are 

hard to replicate, most of them become 

tasks over time. It’s always important to 

recognize when a competitor’s gesture 

becomes a required task for you, and to 

find gestures that are truly unique and 

difficult to copy.

MOST GESTURES MUST BE 
RENEWED 

Which brings us to our final point: 

gestures require innovation. You must 

either come up with new gestures 

or find ways to update existing ones 

as the world changes around you. A 

company like Domino’s has focused a 

lot on making sure it delivers pizzas fast 

and conveniently. But that requires a 

continual scanning of the known universe 

to find new ways, such as Amazon’s 
Alexa, to speed delivery. 

While tasks and gestures do not provide 

the entirety of a brand’s relationship 

with its consumers, they do provide a 

framework for understanding innovation 

around the customer experience. As 

brands continually try to innovate, they 

should remember two things: Gestures 

are nice relationship builders, but tasks 

are utterly essential to keep the flame 

burning.

The worst of all worlds in a relationship 

is when a partner mistakes tasks for 

gestures and expects a reward when 

none is due. You may see that bag of 

trash you’re taking out as a gesture, but 

you’d better make sure your partner isn’t 

equally convinced it’s a task.

Brands beware.
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Andrew Fatato

Senior Copy Writer
POSSIBLE New York

Lemons
Still
Sell
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In an age of sponsored Instagram selfie lenses created to unlock bespoke VR 

experiences for toddlers, it can be tempting to toss aside the ad techniques of 

yesteryear. But it turns out those old ads still have a few things to say about making 

advertising. So, ignore your meme-feed notifications for two seconds and give this a 

quick skim.

HONESTY IS STILL COMPELLING
Or, at least, understated lies.

Please. No more overwritten Super Bowl 
manifesto spots. It’s exhausting. No one 

believes you.

Sure, there’s a place for cinematic 

storytelling, but at the end of the day, 

consumers aren’t any more stupider than 

you are. And, when they’re surrounded by 

advertising that constantly exaggerates 

the benefit, the technique kind of starts 

to lose its shine.

Let’s get back to a little honesty in 

advertising. Because it acknowledges 

consumers for the intelligent people they 

are. And that’s always more effective than 

begging them to believe your product is 

the one thing that will make it all make 

sense.

We already have hints of it — we see 

value in influencers and “authentic” 

brands — but let’s push that frankness 

even further. Yeah, your clients will be 

scared. But, remind them that 
sometimes there’s nothing 
quite as disruptive as 
telling the truth. 

HEAD-SCRATCHERS STILL STOP 
THUMBS
The value of  the understanding gap.

Incongruity between copy and visual is 

the oldest trick in the book. And yet, too 

often the endless scroll tempts us to just 

shout the benefit as loud and as often as 

possible in the hopes that someone will 

pay attention. Your clients beg you to just 

repeat the value props for this year and 

don’t confuse the consumer. And that 

makes sense. That’s their job.

But there is value in that moment of 

incongruity. 

If you’ve done your job right, it’s that 

slight question mark, that raised eyebrow, 

that stops the scroll. Sure, it might not 

always be as simple as cooking up an 

outlandish visual or overblown headline, 

but the principle remains.

If you respect your consumers enough 

to believe they can figure something 

out, give them a reason to smile, or ask 

“wha….”, they’ll be more likely to actually 

consider your brand for more than half a 

second.

SIMPLE IDEAS ARE STILL 
THE BEST
No, I don’t want to hear about how it 
integrates with an app.

Oh my god, the things these computers can 

do. And yet, every time a concept takes 

more than two sentences to explain, you 

can feel the consumer’s eyes glazing over. 

Sure, our phones are powerful, and apps 

are cool, and VR is the future, and I can’t 

wait to never have to leave my house again, 

but the simpler idea will always win.

Now, I’m not saying you can’t use all that 

fancy technology. Of course not. But if 

you don’t start with a dead-simple idea, 

you’ll be stuck with a well-intentioned, 

multifaced integrated ad-lob thing that no 

one has the patience to interact with.

Do what I do: If I can’t explain my idea to 

a drunk friend in a crowded bar, I kill that 

idea.

And hey, if you need someone to take to a 

bar to test that theory out, you know where 

to find me.

Author’s note: Obviously this post is influenced by every advertising book I’ve ever sort of read. Check some of them out for a deeper 

dive into this stuff: Hey Whipple, When Advertising Tried Harder, Chiat/Day: The First Twenty Years, Ogilvy On Advertising, 
The Copy Book.
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Complex systems beg for oversimplifica-

tion through metaphor. DNA is “genetic 

code.” The atom is a “building block.” 

The brain is a “computer.” We see them 

all the time, usually when an expert 

at something is trying to explain that 

something to a non-expert. It is rare, 

however, and arguably far less efficient, 

for two experts to use that metaphor 

with each other. Technical terms of art 

are more complicated, but also more 

specific and actionable than metaphor 

among those who understand them, and 

result in more information conveyed more 

accurately over less time. They are also 

less prone to miscommunication.

 

Yet we marketing professionals still go on 

about the “path” to purchase. What was 

only meant to be a conceptual metaphor 

of a complex system has become the 

framework by which we concept, design, 

and measure marketing efforts. Even to 

ourselves, we perpetuate a myth that 

the way people buy is not only entirely 

fathomable and marked like a well-worn 

trail, but also linear or even directional in 

nature. This doesn’t pass the common-

sense test, let alone a simple web- or 

media-path analysis for nearly any 

product. 

As an example, a study by the travel 

company Expedia found that people make, 

on average, 140 visits to various travel 

sites in the 45 days before making an 

actual booking. That’s just one channel 

(web). Imagine how many other influences, 

from social media to TV, to friends and 

family, also impact that one purchase 

decision. Even in the most poetic sense, 

that is no discrete “path.” Yet the entire 

ad industry develops campaign strategies, 

buys media, and tracks success based 

on this fiction. This weights channel 

preferences to those that benefit from 

last click attribution, which subsequently 

weights budgets to those media as well.

 

It might finally be time 

to throw back the “path” 

metaphor altogether. 

This by no means is the 

first call or attempt to 

do that—we have seen 

purchase “stages,” “loops,” 

“funnels,” and “sine 

curves,” all striving, with 

varying degrees of success,  

to put a more nuanced 

framework of order around 

the chaos that is purchase 

decision making. But it is 

precisely in that adherence 

to order where most of 

these frameworks break 

down. Most of our decision 

making, some experts put 

it as high as 95%, happens 

at a subconscious level, 

influenced by dozens 

of known and unknown 

variables far beyond the 

marketer’s control. Forcing 

that messiness into an 

order is folly. It’s time we 

embrace randomness.

Jason Carmel

Global Chief Data Officer
POSSIBLE Seattle
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English mathematician 

Karl Pearson coined the 

phrase “a random walk” to 

talk about a distribution 

of outcomes based on 

random but constrained 

events. Imagine a person 

is standing on top of a 

building in the center of 

the roof. You ask them to 

flip a coin and if the coin 

lands on heads, she turns 

right and takes a big step. 

If it’s tails, she turns left 

and takes a big step. From 

a probability perspective, 

what is the likelihood she 

would fall off the roof 

after 10 flips? After 100? A 

lot depends on the size of 

the roof (obviously). Also, 

are you the only agent 

making the person flip or 

are others persuading her 

to flip as well? Does she 

occasionally flip the coin 

when you don’t ask her 

to? And most importantly, 

could you do anything to 

influence the outcome of 

the flip based on what you 

know about her and where 

she is on the roof?

 

In the “random walk” scenario, there are 

more unknowns than knowns. That may 

make us as experts in a field uneasy. Yet 

that’s a far more accurate representation 

of a customer experience over time than 

a “path.” A lot of customers, even without 

our touching them meaningfully, will stay 

close to the center of the brand. And 

a lot of consumers, even with multiple, 

carefully construed touchpoints, will 

end up looking us straight in the eye 

and walking right off the ledge. Random 

happens, though its impact can be 

mitigated with analysis, research, and 

intelligent speculation. 

What we need to understand and to teach 

as marketers is that simply because 

an experience has random variables 

doesn’t mean we can’t influence decision 

making or predict and measure eventual 

outcomes. Entire wings of mathematics 

have been developed to understand 

probabilities from random walks, and 

there’s no reason we can’t apply that on 

behalf of our clients and brands as well, 

if not better, than path analysis. Instead 

of spending time streamlining a path-

to-purchase construct that is mostly 

fictional, perhaps we should be looking 

for ways to shift variables that we can 

control positively in an inherently chaotic 

system.

 

At one level, 
this is merely 
replacing one 
metaphor with 
another. But 
at another, 
it injects an 
authentic 
element of the 
unknown into 
a customer 
experience 
story that 
marketers have 
historically 
been unwilling 
to acknowledge. 
That feels 
like progress. 
Persuasion 
is messy and 
people are 
weird. We 
should own 
that.
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Tony Aguero

Global Design Director
POSSIBLE Portland

The Paradox
of Print
The case for print in an automated, 
digital world
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Think of your earliest memories. Surely one of them consists of sitting in a parent’s lap 

while he or she read you a book. You probably remember the book. And when we talk 

about how new generations are being raised on pixels, we sometimes forget that they’re 

also being raised on books. Data bears this out. No matter what has happened in the 

publishing world at large, the children’s book market has actually grown steadily in the 

digital age. [Source: American Booksellers Association]

The truth is that print really isn’t dead, nor is it dying. It’s merely underutilized and 

overlooked. A number of brands have also found it’s a great way to get noticed. Red 
Bull, one of the most digital brands, has its own print magazine that it sells. Airbnb 
stumbled with one out of the gate, but is now going strong with a similar product. On a 

personal note, my own agency publishes a print magazine. Count me originally among 

the skeptics, but the response has been overwhelmingly positive.

Why should print be so successful in a world that has largely written it off? After all, it’s 

broad stroke, untargeted, old school, and maybe even a little boring. And people aren’t 

reading magazines and newspapers much anymore. But here’s why I think it works:

No one stands out in digital. We’ve 

become addicted to digital cool. When 

brands normally create experiences, 

they usually want to come up with an 

innovative interface into which they dump 

content. The problem with doing this 

is that if you come up with the coolest 

interface ever, it’s still only a little bit 

cooler than the other ones out there. 

Digital is easy to abandon. Print not so 

much. For example, not every article in 

a magazine is interesting to everyone in 

its audience. Sometimes a publication 

does a deep dive on a particular topic 

that most people don’t care about. If that 

happens on a mobile site, chances are, 

the reader moves on. But that’s not how 

people use magazines. They’re used to 

turning the page for other content that 

interests them.

Print’s diversity overcomes targeting 

needs. With digital, the drive is to make 

everything relevant to the consumer. 

With print, you merely need a variety of 

content and a table of contents. That 

way people can browse for what they’re 

interested in, which means that you 

can target topics broadly, one of which 

will stick. Not everyone who reads Red 

Bulletin cares about wakeboarding. But if 

there is an article about it, some readers 

will love it.

In other words, the return to print is not a 

gimmick, but a strategic move that makes 

sense in a digital world. By going against 

the grain, you end up standing out in a 

positive way. With a nice bright cover, 

a compelling variety of content, and 

great visuals, a well-done printed piece 

can go a lot farther than best and most 

innovative digital experience.

Far from being dead 
in an age of artificial 
intelligence and 
automated processing, 
the humble print piece 
can often do exactly what 
those new technologies 
aim for, with far less 
cost and effort. It ’s just 
a matter of remembering 
that it takes time, craft, 
and commitment to create 
something that resonates 
with readers in terms of 
content and design.

Print occupies physical space. If you 

turn away from a website, you may never 

think about it again. After all, so many 

things are competing for your attention. 

However, if you put a printed piece 

down, it stays there, reminding you of its 

presence. You could pick it up again. As 

a result, with each subsequent edition of 

my agency’s magazine, we’ve made the 

cover ever more impossible to ignore.

It stands out in a modern office. 

Twenty years ago, most people worked in 

closed off offices or cube farms. While 

we think of this as a cultural thing, it was 

also practical. We had to have shelves 

to hold dictionaries and company policy 

binders. We needed file cabinets to 

hide paper. Today, offices tend to be 

naked, with flat, drawer-less, Herman 
Miller tables topped with computers and 

monitors. In that landscape, print pieces 

become highly visible and social. People 

walking by desks say, “What is that?” As a 

result, they turn out to be very memorable 

and shareable objects that provide people 

with real value, exactly what we typically 

strive for in digital marketing.
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The
Changing
Face of
Customer
Experience

A small acronym for a big concept. 

According to Forrester, 
it is how customers perceive the 

totality of their interactions 

with a brand. 

Today, it consists of 

five major categories:

PRODUCT EXPERIENCE1
Experiences with a product, including 

user interfaces and interaction design.
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of people want to use 

voice-activated personal 

assistance to control 

smart home devices
Source: Parks Associates
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DIGITAL SERVICES2
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Source: Surveys conducted 2000-2016. Internet use figures based on pooled analysis of all surveys conducted during each calendar year.

THE EVOLUTION OF TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION AND USAGE
PERCENTAGE OF US ADULTS WHO...

HAVE BROADBAND
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Connected services that support 

or extend the product experience.

of people say they use 

multiple screens for 

everyday activities, such 

as booking a hotel or 

shopping for electronics

of people would exchange 

personal data for a more 

personalized experience

of Google searches on 

Android-powered handsets 

in America are input by voice

(Siri handles 2 billion 

voice commands per week)
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58%
of smartphone users are 
more likely to buy from 

companies whose mobile 
sites or apps allow them 

to make purchases quickly

87%
of consumers would buy 

directly from a brand 
online if given the option82%

of consumers expect 
to be able to buy directly 
from a brand’s website  

58%
prefer buying clothing 

& apparel directly 
from a brand  

48%
prefer buying 

electronics direct

COMMERCE3
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Owned web, mobile, or in-store 

commerce experiences.
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CRM4
71%
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59%
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1
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of Social Customer Service

Source: Edison Research

Source: American Express 
Customer Service Barometer

Content and communications in support 

of customer service and loyalty.

of those who experience 

positive social care 

(i.e., a quick and 

effective brand response) 

are likely to recommend 

that brand to others, 

compared to just 19% 

of customers who do not 

receive any response

of consumers expect 

a response on social 

media within one hour, 

and 32% think it should 

be within 30 minutes

IN THE PAST YEAR, 
HAVE YOU UTILIZED 
SOCIAL MEDIA
TO GET A CUSTOMER
SERVICE
RESPONSE?

U S

M É X I C O

S I N G A P O R E
I N D I A
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BRAND EXPERIENCES5

82%
of smartphone users 
consult their phones 
on purchases they’re 

about to make in a store

of smartphone users say 
they’ve used their phone 
to make progress toward 

a long-term goal 
or multi-step process while 

“out and about” 

90% 75%
of judgments on website 

credibility are based 
on overall aesthetics

66%
of smartphone users turn 

to their smartphones to learn 
more about something they 

saw in a TV commercial

40%
of shoppers will wait no 
more than three seconds 
for a page to load before 

abandoning a retail 
or travel site

Source: University of Surrey

Source: Google

Source: Google

Source: Google

Source: Forrester Consulting 
on behalf of Akamai Technologies 

Content, communications, and experiences 

that support engagement with the brand.
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Foresight, futures, and fringe, oh my! 

Wander over to the Future Today Institute and you’ll discover content broken down 

into these three categories: Futures Research, Foresight Tools, and Fringe Sketch. 

Intriguing, but what does it mean? In an age of uncertainty (read: today), the Future 
Today Institute acts as a crystal ball. It examines the constant barrage of information 

we receive on a daily basis, along with the unending advances in technology and 

science—and maps it to make sense of it all.

At the Institute’s center is founder and CEO Amy Webb, author of The Signals Are 

Talking: Why Today’s Fringe Is Tomorrow’s Mainstream. Her work has focused not only 

on how technology will transform the way we work and live, but also how we govern. 

Amy grabbed the bull by the horns in the LA Times when she responded to US Treasury 

Secretary Steven Mnuchin’s nonchalant comment of, “I’m not worried at all [about 

robots displacing humans in the near future]…In fact, I’m optimistic.” Her op-ed, her 

research, and her work are not to be taken lightly. 

I recently had a chance to sit down with the futurist and ask her about conversational 

UI, VR, AR, AI—basically acronyms that represent disruption and innovation. The 

following is an excerpt from our conversation:

RB: Most people agree that 

conversational UI is the next big step in 

human-computer interaction. Given that 

we have such a hard time communicating 

with one another, are computers going to 

fare much better? Do conversational UIs 

get a pass on empathy because we know 

they’re machines?

AW: Certainly not. But this illustrates 

why teaching machines to learn and 

emulate empathy is so difficult. As 

humans, we don’t have a codified set 

of basic human values, because we all 

have different worldviews, experiences, 

and belief systems. Machines need a 

clear directive for learning. They don’t 

understand gray areas. This doesn’t mean 

developers should give up on studying 

how to encode machines with human 

values and empathy—they ought to rise to 

meet this challenge.

RB: What new skills do designers need 

when working on conversational UIs? Is it 

more like directing an actor? 

AW: Having a solid background in 

comparative literature, anthropology, 

comparative religion, and other languages 

is critically important when designing 

conversational UIs. Ultimately, designers 

must determine whether the interface 

accurately responds to many different 

people, not just a single profile of an 

“average American.” 

Rebecca Bedrossian

Global Content Director
POSSIBLE Portland

A Hint
of Things 
to Come
In conversation with 
futurist Amy Webb
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RB: What are the signals we should be 

paying attention to in the VR/AR space, 

and in the realm of AI? 

AW: AR, VR, 360-degree video, and 

holograms aren’t new. But in the year 

ahead, we’ll see more devices being made 

available to consumers at affordable 

prices—and we’ll see a number of new 

content providers building out stories 

and experiences for each platform. I’m 

particularly interested in the work that 

Magic Leap has been doing. There’s a 

lot of intrigue surrounding Magic Leap, 

and some argue that we may never see 

a product launch. I’ve read all of their 

patents and I’ve studied their work—and 

I’m not the only one. Regardless of what 

happens to Magic Leap, they’ve laid the 

groundwork for second-, third-, fourth- 

and fifth-order iterations, and they’ve 

inspired countless other companies, big 

and small. 

Think about AI as the next layer of 

technology that will be integrated into 

everything we do and much of the 

technology we use, and that includes 

mixed-reality interfaces and devices. 

Simply put, AI is a branch of computer 

science in which computers are 

programmed to do things that normally 

require human intelligence. This includes 

learning, reasoning, problem-solving, 

understanding language, and perceiving 

a situation or environment. AI is an 

extremely large, broad field that uses its 

own computer languages and even special 

kinds of computer networks, which are 

modeled on our human brains. The idea 

that we might someday create artificially 

intelligent, sentient robots was first 

suggested by prominent philosophers 

in the mid-1600s, but we finally have 

enough compute power, developers, and 

use cases for AI to push forward from the 

fringe to the mainstream.

RB: At f8, Mark Zuckerberg asserted 

that AR is “about making our physical 

reality better”—but given that the most 

successful AR today is all about changing 

and masking reality (e.g., masks and 

enhancements), will it be a force for 

highlighting truths and deepening our 

understanding of reality or hiding and 

masking it? 

AW: My sense from f8 was that 

Facebook’s AR play had more to do with 

competing against Snapchat in the near-

term. That being said, the promise of AR 

is that it will transition the ubiquitous 

information layer we currently access 

using computers and the internet to 

frictionless devices like mobile phones, 

eyeglasses, and smart contacts, allowing 

us to glean information everywhere. 

I don’t think that’s masking reality 

as much as it is deepening our 

understanding of the world around us.

RB: Our digital and physical lives are 

increasingly blurred. We use phones at 

concerts, on vacation, and the creation 

of content has become as important as 

the “actual” experience. Will AR make 

the digital less of a disruption to physical 

experience or more of a disruption?

AW: In the near-term, we’ll use our 

phones more for AR experiences, but that 

will inevitably shift to eyewear. But I don’t 

believe that everyone will opt-in to an AR 

experience, or that active users will want 

to engage AR all of the time.

RB: It’s quite clear with global 

population growth and diminishing 

resources that technology is the main 

hope for human survival. It’s only through 

technology innovations and efficiencies 

that we’ll be able to feed humanity. But 

so many of the innovations are about 

information management and sharing. 

What is the next big innovation that 

would have the biggest impact on the 

most number of people? 

AW: I’d argue that biology is one of the 

most important technology platforms 

of the 21st century. Innovations in 

CRISPR-Cas9 and genomic editing 

will dramatically change human health 

and agriculture. The implications are 

tremendous. Mosquitoes carrying 

malaria could be edited so that they no 

longer carry the disease through future 

generations, and so that millions of 

humans in high-risk regions no longer 

suffer from the disease. 

There are therapeutic possibilities in 

human medicine as well. Editing our 

genetic code could mean eradicating 

certain genetic diseases—like cystic 

fibrosis—so they can’t be passed along 

to babies. Liver cells could be edited so 

that they lower the bad cholesterol levels 

in families that have inherited mutations. 

Seeds could be modified to withstand 

the effects of climate change. Urban food 

deserts could be eased through smart 

vertical farms that make use of modified 

crops that require less water and space. 

There’s
a lot of 
possibility.
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Houston, we have a problem. 

Meet James Harden. Number 13 point guard on the Houston Rockets. MVP shortlister, 

a league-leader for possession and ball distribution, the rising tide who lifts all boats 

and led his unremarkable team to the 2017 playoffs. Enigmatic on and off the court, 

Harden is also one of the NBA’s biggest personalities.

In basketball, fame often comes with a signature shoe. Think Michael Jordan, Kobe 
Bryant, and LeBron James. The Harden Vol. 1 was a way for adidas to assert its place 

within the basketball hierarchy and the world of sneaker fans—except for a not-so-

small hiccup. After the initial announcement, the Harden Vol. 1 wouldn’t be officially 

unveiled for three months. 

In the age of fast-paced media messages and collective short-term memory, this was a 

huge obstacle to overcome. Creating—and sustaining—hype during those three critical 

months would determine the success of the shoe’s launch. Adidas challenged Swift to 

cultivate a small but highly engaged community of Harden advocates, who would feed 

off the intrigue and stay interested—without ever seeing the shoe.

KNOW THY AUDIENCE

Our strategy began with the target: 

males aged 14-18 who played basketball 

and were immersed in sneaker culture. 

Their social media habits and consumer 

cravings became our insights and the key 

to knowing how and when to reach them 

with the right content. 

Our research distilled three key 

findings: 

• Participation and co-creation help 

  Gen Z become brand advocates

• Instagram was the platform du jour 

  to share the latest sneaker releases 

  via comments

• This audience regularly deleted   

  content from their profiles to present 

  “the best” version of themselves

The combination of those insights led to 

our unconventional strategy: 

@ProjectHarden would unfold entirely 

on Instagram. We hacked Instagram’s 

native functionality to give followers a 

unique experience each week. Fans were 

rewarded for engaging: the deeper they 

dug, the more they discovered, from 

exclusive Harden interviews to abstract 

glimpses of the secretive shoe. Every 

week, we took down old content and 

replaced it with something completely 

new. The execution and aesthetic 

matched Harden in mystery and 

irreverence.

In doing all this, we accomplished four 

things:

Meredith Chase

VP of Client Strategy
Swift, a POSSIBLE Agency, Portland

Reinventing 
Instagram
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Make users part of the action. Because Gen Z thrives on participation, it was 

critical they felt involved in everything. Different tactics illustrated this common thread 

throughout the campaign, from hiding soundbites within “blank” posts to asking fans to 

use Instagram Stories, turning themselves into Harden.

Establish a sense of discovery by making them work for it. Teen boys have 

notoriously short attention spans and competing interests. We kept them guessing by 

hacking Instagram in novel ways, including obscuring secret messages in images that 

could only be read by taking a screenshot and applying an Instagram filter. We also 

turned the @ProjectHarden Instagram profile into a collage of Harden’s iconic beard 

with a quiz question hidden inside every image.

Let the audience be the deciders and they will become advocates, too.  By 

giving fans the space to play, express themselves, and interact with our account, we 

attracted new and bigger fans. We did this partly by inviting followers to respond to 

polarizing statements about Harden with emojis, and we encouraged them to share 

their point of view.

Give fans special access to celebrities, information, and products.  We shared 

videos of followers reviewing the shoes prior to release with the shoes obscured, using 

only the fans’ voices to describe the design. Then we upped the hype by having Harden 

join the conversation, responding to fans comments and questions from his personal 

account.

When the shoe finally dropped in October 2016, it became the fastest-selling adidas 

basketball shoe of all time. Its Imma Be a Star colorway sold out in under five hours, 

while 13 Below Zero was gone in less than 24.

 

IT’S ABOUT COMMUNITY

Participation, surprise and delight, and direct interaction with Harden all served to 

create an engaged community of super fans, far more valuable than any number of 

followers. The numbers don’t lie: 20 percent of fans engaged with every single post 

during the campaign. Collectively they watched 107 minutes of content per day over 12 

weeks. During the three-month period, this community grew to 26,000—with minimal 

media spend.

At first blush, a single-
channel campaign for such 
a big bet seemed risky. 
But our research told us 
it was the right platform 
and that truly interested 
followers could serve as a 
megaphone for the brand. 

We successfully subverted social and 

disrupted an audience who’d rather be 

playing video games. Oh, and we sold 

some shoes too. 
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In the state of user experience (UX), something is off. 
And I’m voting for the term itself. “UX” is out of date, misused, misunderstood, and it 

may even be holding brands back from making the best products they can.

To understand why, we have to start with a little history. Back in the early days of the 

web, you were a web designer. That meant you designed and coded pages yourself, often 

by hand and more often than not in the browser. Sometimes if you were extra confident, 

you worked directly off the server. Editing live was an extreme sport, not to be taken 

lightly.

Along the way, things got complicated and roles started to be more strongly defined. 

There were designers and technologists. Then design itself started to split between 

visual and UX, and finally UX itself split into two largely distinct roles.  

The first UX role was tactical, a person who created wireframes that spell out the 

interaction design of a product or service. Such a designer typically produced large 

documents filled with exacting specifications of how each aspect of the product or 

service—every button, selector, and menu item—would work. 

The second occupied a more cerebral space. This person was more like an academic 

researcher, looking at behavioral data, sociographic studies, and other research to 

determine how things ought to work. But no matter which you were, in the end, you 

delivered something that others would pick up and use. Your end-products included 

wireframes, storyboards, and user journeys. You had a distinct and defined role, and 

served a discrete step in a bigger process.

Ben Bashford

Head of UX
POSSIBLE London
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Ben Bashford

Head of UX
POSSIBLE London

What’s changed? Well, everything for starters. As we learned to do more with code 

and hardware, the tension between the UX and technologists grew. A common 

complaint was designers supplied things to the developers that were ridiculous or 

impossible to build given time and technology constraints. Developers saw designers 

as reckless or clueless, and designers saw developers as stuck-in-the-mud and 

resistant to pushing the status quo. 

 

And so, a gap emerged in the market, one that only a few brands have managed to 

fill. Brands, such as Dollar Shave Club and Amazon in its many forms, have realized 

that the experience a person has of a modern product, service, or brand is shaped by 

all the disciplines involved in a project. To create a holistic experience, where every 

“i” must be dotted and “t” crossed, every project manager has to think about UX, and 

so does every designer, coder, salesperson, and customer-service rep. Everyone has 

to understand that they own their own facet of the user experience and must work 

together to make something useful, engaging, and memorable.

In this sense, UX ceases to be a role, but an overarching responsibility. Even if a team 

has a dedicated UX designer, that no longer means that everyone else can abdicate 

their responsibilities for delivering a great experience. The best work always results 

from the whole team being focused on making experiences that have a meaningful 

impact in people’s lives.  

In this ideal world, what happens to our old friend, the UX designer? Perhaps she 

should take on an expanded role. After all, we still need somebody who understands 

how all the pieces come together to form a complete experience, and who is able to 

connect the micro to the macro. Such a person is both a team leader and enabler, who 

above all keeps the big picture in mind and the team motivated toward achieving it.

So UX as a distinct role is dead, but only because UX has taken over everything else. 
It ’s no longer a job, it ’s a duty and the most important 
goal of everyone in a company.

Long Live U
X
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Jaime Klein Daley

EVP, Stategy and Insights
POSSIBLE New York

The UX of 
Implicit 
Gender Bias
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There’s an online quiz that’s become 

quite popular in the world of implicit 

bias study. It’s a basic program, asking 

you to sort words under two columns 

as they appear on a plain, black screen. 

The game starts innocuously enough; 

I’m presented with two columns, titled 

Male and Female. A name pops up on 

the screen, and I sort the name with a 

click of the “E” or “I” key.  It’s easy; I’m 

encouraged and eager to answer quickly.

Then the real test kicks in. Two words 

appear in the left column, and two words 

show up in the right. Male and Career. 

Female and Home. Kate. Mike. Executive. 

Wedding. Professional. Cousin. Still 

doable.  

Until the order switches. And my 

processing time slows down greatly.

As a woman, I’m dismayed to admit that 

it’s much easier to keep things in check 

and move faster when the female and 

family categories are on the same side. 

And as a female professional who’s no 

stranger to the effects of implicit gender 

bias in my own career, I should have aced 

this quiz, right? 

Thinking back to my early years in the 

industry, I wondered about how my 

experiences may have accidentally 

created biases I carry with me today. 

And I thought to my young daughter, who 

hopefully will never be told in reviews 

she’s too opinionated or too confident 

in her ideas (“feedback” that I’ve heard 

multiple times). Did it take me longer 

to internalize the lessons I should have 

learned? When women in our industry 

moved on from Seducing the Boys Club 

(check it out, the book is real) to Feminist 

Fight Club, had my mind neglected to 

catch up? 

On the flip side, how can I help my female 

coworkers avoid what I’ve personally 

experienced as well, that dreadful case 

of imposter syndrome that seems to 

afflict even the most ambitious and high-

achieving women?

I reached out to Kelsey Pytlik, an 

advertising alum and women’s leadership 

trainer, who now runs Gild Collective 

as CEO, to talk about the truth of 

implicit gender bias. A former UX 

designer, Kelsey applies principles of 

user experience design to help people 

identify and understand the genesis of 

gender bias, which is often both subtle 

and still pervasive in today’s office 

environments. As creator and facilitator 

of workshops for women, Kelsey and her 

team specialize in confidence building 

and career development, while preparing 

future leaders to identify, respond to, and 

resist instances of implicit bias in their 

organizations.
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JKD: First things first, I imagine the 

notion of gender bias was something 

you experienced firsthand? It seems like 

everyone I’ve spoken with has their own 

story…

 

KP: Absolutely. Like most of us, I 

encountered gender bias in my career 

before I could put a name to it. But 

without knowing what it was, it was hard 

to know how to respond.  

As a UX designer, my confidence at work 

had always come from knowing the user 

and standing up for user needs. I realized 

that if I didn’t have the user to fall back 

on, my own opinions would have fallen 

into the background.

I would doubt myself. Was I not being 

listened to for my own opinions because 

I was young? Because I was new to the 

company I worked at? I realized that I 

probably wasn’t the only one feeling this 

way, and I pivoted my efforts to career 

development, helping other young women 

find their voices and establish their 

authentic talents. 

The true realization happened when 

we started Gild Collective and went 

through an accelerator program to grow 

our business. Out of 1000 companies 

applying, 10 were chosen for funding, and 

we were the only all-women team.   

We encountered so many well-meaning 

people who didn’t realize they were 

treating us differently. And I found myself 

asking the question, “Would they have 

asked men this question?” 

JKD: I can imagine. I’m sure there was 

the “husband” one?

KP: Yes. The assumption that you’re able 

to start this because you have someone 

supporting you at home. Or asking about 

whether we’re going to start a family soon 

when we were talking about growing the 

business.  

JKD: What happened next?

KP: We grew the business! I had been so 

immersed in user design and now, after 

starting Gild, I’m immersed in confidence 

building and leadership. In building the 

curriculum, I was thinking about how we 

could make something like unconscious 

bias more accessible. It’s scary to admit 

that you carry biases with you wherever 

you go—and to say that women have it 

too. It’s hard to wrap your head around it. 

I started thinking of different elements 

of UX and drew parallels to different 

elements of gender bias. And ultimately, 

how they all ladder up to the finished 

product.

[Continued from page 41]
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While you may not be able to change 

another person’s user flow, you can call 

it out and redefine where the wireframes 

don’t match.  

Your live state is under your control. And 

it’s up to you to call for a redesign. 

JKD: How do you really know if you’re 

experiencing implicit bias?

KP: Do you find yourself thinking about 

the things you say or do being taken 

seriously? Do you need to prove yourself 

in a way that takes away from your 

ability? If so, you’re probably experi-

encing some sort of bias in your work. 

JKD: What advice would you give 

someone who is experiencing what you’ve 

described? 

KP: Well, different people have different 

styles of communicating. The important 

thing to remember is that it’s not a 

confrontation because people often don’t 

know they’re doing anything wrong. The 

best thing you can do is call it out and 

help someone recognize it. Then you’re 

not just defending yourself; you’re doing 

a service, helping educate others while 

improving your company culture overall.

JKD: Any parting advice?

KP: Learn from the past, but don’t dwell 

on it. To me, this is all about people 

starting to move towards an equal future, 

between and among men and women. 

Ultimately, we believe that having a sense 

of community and building each other up 

is one of the most valuable resources 

we have. 

JKD: That’s fascinating. We rarely talk 

about the fact that the way you present 

yourself influences how others interact 

with you.  

KP: And vice-versa. It’s a two-way  

street, the way someone “logs onto you” 

is unique every time, because that user is 

coming with a different perspective. And 

it impacts your confidence, and what you 

put out into the world.

I talk about implicit bias having four 

components: user flow, wireframe, flat 

design, and what we call the “live state.”

USER FLOW
From a UX perspective, the user flow 

shows how a user navigates through an 

experience and the pathways to follow; 

it also shows the different places or 

sources a user is coming from (a news 

article, social media, for instance). 

Basically, users are coming to you from 

different places, and their history will 

impact what they’re looking for, expecting 

to see, and the way they achieve their 

task. Think of how people’s upbringing, 

past experiences, or societal inputs 

influence their worldview; all that impacts 

how they meet you.

User flow illustrates that people often 

come from a complete set of beliefs and 

understanding when they meet you. 

WIREFRAME
I describe the wireframe as a blueprint for 

the digital experience, identifying where 

things should go and how they should 

function. That’s the construct of your 

unconscious bias. It creates shortcuts 

in your brain to help you process 

information more quickly, so you can 

function.   

For example, our experience of seeing the 

sky has created an expectation that the 

sky is blue every time we look up. But if 

the sky were to change to neon green it 

would take us longer to process that it is 

the same thing we understand as “sky”. 

Similarly, if you grow up with experiences 

in which every CEO is a man, you 

shouldn’t be surprised by the hiccup 

in your brain, making it harder to piece 

things together.  

The wireframe of gender bias impacts 

how you process your experiences. 

FLAT DESIGN
Flat design is the way that you intend 

to present yourself, putting yourself 

out there for others to interact with 

you. Here’s the catch. In the world of 

UX, you sometimes find that your flat 

designs don’t match your wireframe. In 

other words, your conscious thought and 

your unconscious bias don’t always line 

up. You may say to yourself, “I spend 

every day thinking women are just as 

competent as men,” but that doesn’t 

mean your mind doesn’t experience those 

momentary hiccups in the wireframe.

Flat design illustrates your best intention 

for how you want to be perceived and 

understood.

LIVE STATE
I talked about confidence earlier, and 

here’s where it comes into play. There’s 

always a chance that things won’t line up 

perfectly when you go live and present 

yourself to others.  

We often find there’s a gap between 

the way we want to be seen and the 

way others perceive us; either a lack 

of confidence (not competence) holds 

us back, or our audience comes from a 

different set of experiences (and user 

flows).   

Our live product ties both sides of the 

equation together. Imagine how our 

presentation style changes when we’re 

not feeling confident. Our voices get 

softer, we speak in filler, and we pass up 

opportunities for advancement. While 

our flat design may be ready to go, our 

confidence doesn’t seem to match. 

Fortunately, this is one area we can 

control.  
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Malcolm Wild

Chief Technology Officer, 

APAC
POSSIBLE Singapore

Early on in its digital life, the Chinese market liked to copy. It took its working models 

from other more mature companies, such as PayPal and eBay. More recently, it is 

developing in radically new ways, many of which are unique and invisible to brands 

without experience in the country. Examples include mobile malls, widespread 

micropayments, and bridges between physical and digital.
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You might think that makes China a glimpse of the future for the rest of us, and 

to a degree it does, but not in the way you’d expect. The reason is that successful 

technology platforms tend to reflect the culture for which they were designed. American 

ecommerce companies, for example, struggle in Latin America, largely because it is a 

cash-first environment. 

And one of the biggest shaping forces in Chinese commerce is one we don’t have in 

the West: rampant counterfeiting. It exists in almost every product category—even 

automotive. As a result, brands operating in the country have to overcome a paradox: 

Chinese consumers seek out name-brand quality, but fear the cheap look-alikes that 

have plagued shopping portals, such as Tmall. 

As a result, brands must be built differently in China. Rather than blanketing consumers 

with upfront emotional messaging, they first aim for transparency in their supply chains, 

ensuring that the product you buy is actually theirs. Then, they provide after-sales 

content and support to grow their value. 

In trying to understand Chinese innovation in commerce, we need to recognize the 

different goals and methods for achieving it. Let’s dig in and see how it works. 

Ensuring traceability. After scandals 

involving tainted baby formula and 

mislabeled meat, brands in China 

developed ways to ensure that the 

product a customer receives is legitimate 

and contains what it says it does. For 

example, many brands digitally embed 

NFC or QR codes in their products. 

Consumers scan the codes to visit a 

webpage or mobile property, where they 

can register and update products, view 

purchase histories, and access additional 

content. 

So what does this mean for brands 

elsewhere? First, getting into the market 

may require more forethought and 

content planning than it does elsewhere, 

with less emphasis on advertising, and 

more on after-purchase nurturing. Given 

that only about half of the Chinese 

consumers are online, and it is already 

the largest ecommerce market by 

revenue, it’s still worth a shot.

Secondly, China also offers a fertile 

ground for innovation. Brands must look 

carefully at the methodologies used 

there, and particularly the way brands 

cross the divide between physical and 

digital. The ideas probably won’t work 

as-is, of course. To make the most of any 

insights we have, we need to understand 

the context in which they’ve developed 

and the problems they’re trying to 

solve—and then pick, choose, and evolve 

them for other markets

As we’ve seen already, blind 
counterfeiting is not a 
way to build a quality 
brand. 

The physical/digital connection.  The 

NFC or QR systems also provide a way 

for brands to connect with consumers on 

an individual level. Whenever a person 

verifies a purchase, brands can provide 

additional information or cross-market 

other products. Much of that content is 

educational, and for good reason. China’s 

growing middle-class consumer is new 

to many types of products and often 

purchases them through wholesalers, 

who don’t explain their benefits or uses. 

So brands have a big opportunity to help 

them learn how to use a product and 

introduce them to others they might like.

Branded services. While China is 

becoming more affluent, it remains a 

price-first culture. Branded products 

are always discretionary purchases, es-

pecially in the consumer packaged goods 

(CPG) sector, where a consumer may not 

understand why one detergent may be 

better than another. A brand like Suave 

may be an everyday purchase in the US, 

but it’s definitely a luxury product in 

China. This changes the game. Not only 

do such brands have to use different 

marketing and content strategies, they 

also need to provide additional services, 

or risk losing market share. This can be 

a big leap for Western brands used to 

marketing in a simpler, more emotional 

way.

Following relationship.  Although 

known for living under a one-child policy, 

Chinese people put family above all 

else—and their definition of family is 

quite broad and extended (you can be as 

close to your cousin as your sibling). As 

a result, social commerce is more about 

family bargain hunting than peer review, 

and brands target those relationships 

much more so than in the rest of the 

world.
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Once Upon 
a Time...
Storytelling for Brands

In their recent book Friction, Jeff  Rosenblum and Jordan Berg tell the story of a 

pitch they made to the Discovery Channel. At that point, their agency was the clear 

frontrunner for the project. Everything was going terrific until they reached a slide filled 

with a 10x10 matrix of data points. As they walked through the information, the air went 

out of the room, and everyone started looking at their phones. They lost the pitch. 

This was no accident. Brands may think that rational argument is the way to go when 

trying to persuade customers to come to a store or buy a product. Oddly enough, this 

doesn’t seem to work. Rather, researchers have found that stories are much more 

persuasive, and particularly those that transport the listener away from the present 

moment. 

So what is storytelling, exactly? You can find a million definitions, all with their merits, 

but essentially a story is about a human situation that changes over time. Usually, a 

protagonist has a problem (an antagonist), which the story then resolves. A simple 

business example would be a case study, in which a company faces a problem, which is 

generally resolved by a brand’s product in a successful way.

Yet, we all know most case studies are as exciting as a glass of milk, so there must be 

more at work. Luckily, we have help. Those who tell stories for a living—think Disney 

and Pixar—have each developed rich sets of rules and processes that help guide them 

to successful stories. While not all these ideas apply, the following guidelines can 

certainly help your brand up its storytelling process.

Amanda Nicol

Group Director, Strategy
POSSIBLE Seattle
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Know the elements. According to Pixar, a story has to have three elements: a 

character, a narrative (what happens), and an environment, which is a set of rules that 

govern the world of the story. You can easily see this in Toy Story: Sheriff  Woody is 

the protagonist. They all live by a set of rules (they’re toys, so none of them ever eats or 

cries). And they have a narrative about trying to get home. 

Such things also apply to brands that tell stories. If you want to talk about a young 

innovator using a key piece of technology to fight world hunger, the innovator is the 

character, the narrative is how the innovator uses technology to change the world, and 

the environment is the set of constraints she faces in doing her work.

Add emotion. The problem with case studies is the protagonist is typically a product 

and the narrative is a formula. Such things fit clearly in the rational world, not the 

storytelling one. Instead, good stories have characters who express emotion. Perhaps 

they are frustrated, maybe they’re on a mission, or perhaps they’re inspired by the death 

of a love one. For example, Microsoft’s Collective Project was effective largely because 

it presented a child with a robotic arm who could finally hug his mother with two hands. 

That kind of raw emotion transports the viewer away and neatly makes the point that 

OneNote is a force for good in the world. 

Don’t shy away from conflict. It can feel like a big risk for marketers to emphasize 

conflict, but it is one of the most critical elements of the kinds of stories humans 

naturally gravitate toward. Conflict and resolution teach us lessons that provide much 

of the value of a story. Sugar-coating removes the teeth, makes it feel less authentic, 

and therefore less interesting. Trouble is the universal grammar of stories, according to 

Jonathan Gottshall, author of The Storytelling Animal.

Give it a structure. Hollywood films are well known for their three-act structure. There’s 

an initial setup, where we get to know the world and its characters. Then, a plot point 

shifts the story into its main conflict, which often ends with the character at a high 

or low point. Finally, there is the conclusion, where the main character overcomes 

adversity and beats the bad guys, wins over the object of his or her desire, and so on. 

A movie gets nearly two hours to pull off this feat, but brands need to compress the 

timeline. The story must set up its problem and work to a conclusion. 

Illustrate your real point. Stories, however, are not everything. They only work if you 

can pivot to a rational argument that convinces a reader or viewer to do something. 

That’s why, for example, so many news articles start with an illustrative story. If you 

want to make a point about global warming, for example, you might start by talking 

about a villager in Vanuatu, whose entire life and home are at stake if the sea rises 

another foot. That way, the story captures the emotion correctly and can quickly 

progress to a rational argument.

Sequential storytelling. Today it’s more important than ever to build and tell stories 

that unfold over time. With techniques like sequential targeting, you can start by 

introducing a protagonist and situation, and slowly build to a conclusion and rational 

reason to convert.

Above all, 

storytelling is 

not a natural gift 

or a mysterious 

outcome from a 

talented person. 

It ’s a process 
that can be 
learned and 
improved on 
over time. It 
has its limits 
and can’t 
make up for a 
bad product, 
service, or 
data. But it can 

open people up and 

make them much 

more receptive to 

good reasoning. 

We’ve all been in 

that argument that 

no one seems to win. 

Next time, perhaps 

we’ll stop, think, and 

respond with a good 

story instead.
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For decades, marketers have relied largely on demographic and behavioral data to craft 

and target messages, using age, location, income, past purchases, and so on to help 

deliver the right message at the right time. But today, we have a new data set that could 

greatly improve our ability to do just that: psychometrics. 

If the word is new to you, you’re not alone. Psychometrics refers to a set of tools that 

measure personality traits. Over the years, psychologists have developed many such 

frameworks. You’ve probably heard of Meyers Briggs Type Indicator, or MBTI. At 

POSSIBLE, we use one called OCEAN, or The Big Five. It quantifies five dimensions 

of personality: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, 

and neuroticism. To see how it can work, let’s look at each briefly:

Openness to experience. People who are open to experience display a lot of creativity 

and curiosity. If you score too high on this measure, you could lack focus or display 

risky behaviors. Score low, and you’re probably close-minded and pragmatic.

Conscientiousness. People who score high on this one tend to be disciplined, 

organized, and goal-focused. Overindexers are often stubborn and obsessive, but if you 

lack conscientiousness entirely, you may be sloppy and unreliable. 

Extraversion. This category has to do with being outgoing, energetic, and generally 

positive. If you over do it, you’re a bit of a drama queen or overbearing. If you have a low 

score, you’re probably reserved and maybe even self-absorbed.

Agreeableness. Agreeable people are compassionate, cooperative, and easy to get 

along with. Score too high on this one, and you’re naïve; too low, and you’re competitive 

and unpleasant.  

Neuroticism. This is one you probably want to shoot low on (and please note: it is not 

what’s commonly meant by the word “neurotic”). People with a lot of neuroticism jump 

quickly to negative emotions, like anger, anxiety, and depression—and can be difficult 

to get along with.

Psycho- 
Social 
Seduction
5 psychological triggers
for consumer persuasion   
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While it might not seem that knowing whether or not a person is agreeable matters for 

marketers, it does. For example, a travel company probably does better with people 

who are open to experience, while The Container Store’s customers likely have a 

high degree of conscientiousness. We might want to target those to a high degree of 

neuroticism with scary car insurance ads, while agreeable people might appreciate ones 

that are emotionally touching.

Traditionally, of course, we had a big barrier to using psychometric data: it was 

cumbersome to collect. You could only uncover personality traits by having people take 

a test that has often as many as 100 questions. No one wears their Big Five score on 

their foreheads, and having all of your customers take a test would be impossible.

As with everything, that has changed in recent years. People have poured their hearts 

and souls into social media, and they’ve left behind a rich set of psychometric data. A 

few years ago, a pioneering firm named Cambridge Analytica discovered that you could 

assess Big Five scores, with a great degree of accuracy, simply by looking at what a 

person on Facebook has liked. 

Today, we have psychometric tools for Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn, 

all of which can quickly determine your personality type by analyzing your posts. Are 

they effective? The answer is a resounding “yes.” One of the most surprising recent 

developments in politics may have come as a result of psychometric targeting. The 

campaign for Donald Trump used Cambridge Analytica data to help target people 

with a high degree of neuroticism on Facebook. The results speak (and continue to 

reverberate) for themselves.

Psychometric data gives us a new way to find and reach out to those who are more 

receptive to our messages. Start using it today to learn more about customers and 

deliver more relevant and welcome messaging to them. Those who start with it will have 

a first-mover advantage.

Brandon Bethea

Director of Marketing Sciences & Media
POSSIBLE Los Angeles
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All you have to do is turn on the TV or 

scroll through your Facebook feed to 

realize that we’re in the midst of some 

unique sociopolitical circumstances that 

are polarizing communities around the 

world. 

For the first time in what seems like a 

long time, ordinary people are taking a 

stand for what they believe in. They are 

taking to the streets and marching for 

change. Subsequently, we are moving 

into a phase in our culture that is being 

defined by action, by activism. And we, 

as individuals, are increasingly judged 

by what we do and what we don’t do. It 

isn’t enough anymore to say you’re for or 

against something—you must prove it.

In this world of conscientious consum-

erism, brands are legitimate catalysts 

for change. They can no longer afford to 

watch from the sidelines, but instead, 

need to strive to make the world a better 

place.

Gareth Jones

Managing Director
POSSIBLE Seattle
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Against this backdrop, we recently brought leading brand and marketing experts togeth-

er to discuss how companies can best enter the unpredictable and sometimes hostile 

world of activism. 

“Ultimately, it’s the responsibility of brands to first look at how they can reduce their 

negative impact on the world, how they can do no harm. Then they can take what 

they’ve learned and invite others in to help them spread the understanding,” says 

Adrian Grenier [pictured at left], actor and founder of The Lonely Whale Foundation, 

an organization that campaigns to improve ocean health. “For me, this is what brand 

activism is all about.”

In fact, according to a Twitter poll we recently conducted, 60 percent of consumers feel 

that brands should get involved in activism. The reality, however, is that it’s never been 

more difficult to join the debate. “We live in a time where trust in key institutions is at 

all-time lows. As brands, we have to consider our responsibility to society, and step up 

in new and different ways,” says Vivek Varma, EVP of Public Affairs at Starbucks. “We’re 

focused on what we can do with our scale and our creativity to think outside the box.”

The question then becomes: 

How can brands enter into 
topical and often-sensitive 
conversations when 
customers don’t trust 
them to do so?

When done right, a brand feels like a part 

of the community and a force for good. 

When done poorly, it feels forced and 

inauthentic.

The answer, it seems, is simple. First and 

foremost, have good intentions. If you 

aim to make your employees and your 

customers proud, the rest will follow. 

Secondly, be proactive and identify the 

areas where your brand can add value. 

Finally, be unique; leverage what you’re 

good at so your brand adds something to 

the conversation.

This is, in fact, the process followed by 

Microsoft, the world’s largest software 

company. Yusuf  Mehdi, Corporate VP 

Windows and Devices Group, explains: 

“I no longer see our team as traditional 

marketers who build brands or launch 

marketing campaigns. I see us as a team 

that is focused on driving change on the 

issues that matter most.”

The challenge for smaller brands is 

slightly different. Without the scale, 

awareness, or marketing dollars of more 

established companies, emerging brands 

must be nimble in their approach. Megan 
Murray, Director of Marketing at fitness 

apparel brand Oiselle, explains: “The 

biggest amplification vehicle we have is 

to be disruptive. We pick our issues, take 

a stand, and go out in the world to do 

something.”

For some brands, getting involved in 

the activism agenda is a prerequisite 

for growth. Take Privateer Holdings, 

a company focused on producing, 

distributing, and educating consumers 

about legal marijuana. “Sitting on the 

sidelines isn’t an option for us because 

activism is inherent in everything we 

do,” says Zack Hutson, VP of Corporate 

Affairs. “For decades, activists and 

political campaigners have been at the tip 

of the spear pushing for a cannabis policy 

reform, but as legalization takes hold it is 

incumbent upon brands to be that tip of 

the spear.”

Increasingly for brands, activism means 

showing up and marching for the things 

their customers care about. This means 

taking an increased risk as a business, 

but grassroots participation is necessary 

to drive the authenticity of involvement in 

any cause.

Pamela Hinckley, CEO of the Tom 
Douglas restaurant chain that has 

been at the forefront of evolving the 

sustainable seafood movement, explains: 

“We believe it’s our duty to our customers 

to show up and be with them in the things 

they care about. I don’t think of us as a 

brand because it feels artificial.”

It’s clear that to have an active and 

believable voice in any socially relevant 

debate, companies increasingly need to 

break down the barriers separating them 

from their customers. They need to focus 

on revealing the actions that bring their 

core brand values to life, day after day. 

Similarly, the role of marketers as brand 

stewards is changing. CMOs now need 

to collaborate more closely with inter-

nal stakeholders, customers, and even 

detractors as they actively strive to make 

the world a better place. 

CMOs need to become 
chief collaborators as 
their companies evolve 
from corporations into 
communities of citizens.
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Amazon today is not a store, a brand website, or a search engine. It is a combination of 

all three. And it is too big to ignore.

For every product a brand lists on Amazon, there are more than 700 data 

fields to optimize. If a brand has hundreds of products, it’s like having hun-

dreds of constantly-changing micro-businesses to manage.

THE CHALLENGE

HOW BIG IS THE 
JOB? BIG

9 out of 10 shoppers visit Amazon to research products More shoppers start product searches on Amazon than 

on any other platform, including Google

of all ecommerce sales in the US 

are controlled by Amazon

60% 44% 69%

of US households are 

Amazon Prime subscribers

of all online shoppers visit 
Amazon during their pathway to 

make purchase decisions

Introducing
Marketplace 
Ignition

In May 2017, POSSIBLE acquired Marketplace Ignition, the leading strategy con-

sultancy focused on helping brands and retailers grow their business on Amazon and 

other online marketplaces. Meet the newest member of the POSSIBLE family.
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Marketplace Ignition meets this challenge with Operational Marketing™, a philosophy 

and methodology that maximizes success on platforms such as Amazon. We deliver 

everything from strategic guidance and campaign execution to analysis of what’s 

working and suggestions on how to improve. It consists of five major capabilities:

OVERALL STRATEGY
We leverage proven ecommerce strategies and tactics, 

including how the channels work, where brands should 

be selling, how much they should sell, and what kind of 

support team they need. 

ASSORTMENT AND MERCHANDISING 
STRATEGY
Ecommerce platforms are not like retail shelves. It’s 

important to leverage data to determine what products 

you’ll sell today, what new ones you’ll need to create, 

and how you can leverage data. 

OPERATIONAL PLANNING AND 
OPTIMIZATION
Focusing on ecommerce means closing gaps created by 

traditional retail processes. Brands need to determine 

the best way to deliver products to ecommerce channels 

and uncover bottlenecks and other issues in current 

processes. 

CONTENT OPTMIZATION
Content drives nearly everything in ecommerce from 

search positioning to conversion. A comprehensive  

content strategy and execution is a major focus of  

Operational Marketing. 

DATA AND ANALYTICS
With everything from executive dashboards to 

performance analysis, operational marketers need to 

understand what’s working, what might work, and where 

improvements can be made.

Comprehensive channel strategy (wholesale, direct to 
consumer, and hybrid)

Ecommerce strategy development 

Multichannel supply planning and operational consulting

Channel distribution and reseller management

Assortment strategy and planning

Launching products

Digital-shelf share monitoring

Profitability modeling

Assortment expansion

Multichannel promotional playbooks and plans

Amazon Advertising Platform (AAP), Amazon Marketing 
Services (AMS) and Sponsored Products program 
management

Channel launch management

Root cause analysis

Fulfillment method profitability models

Demand planning and forecasting

Order lifecycle management

Supply chain optimization and process improvement

Content creation and optimization

Search engine optimization (SEO) and search engine  
marketing (SEM) on Amazon (AMS)

New product and brand launch services

Media planning and management (AMG, AAP)

Alexa Skills development

Executive dashboards

Campaign reporting, analytics and management

Customer feedback utilization

MEETING 
THE CHALLENGE

1

2

3

4

5

DELIVERABLESCAPABILITY
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Before FLOR was a client, I was a 

customer. Full disclosure, I have three 

FLOR rugs in my house, which I purchased 

through the website, and I love the brand. 

When FLOR came to us looking to improve 

the customer experience, I was excited—

because I knew exactly where the cracks 

were in the experience. 

The custom rug design company was 

interested in building a digital experience 

that could get as close as possible 

to a physical experience with a touch 

interface, while keeping things user-

friendly, seamless, and fun. Essentially 

the goal was to make the FLOR customer 

feel like a designer without having to 

actually be one. 

To achieve this goal, POSSIBLE Mobile 
teamed up with POSSIBLE Seattle to build 

a luxe digital experience. We soon learned 

that the brand’s customers fell into two 

categories, which we could roughly term 

“hunters” and “gatherers.” The gatherers 

want their houses to look like they’re done 

by an interior designer, but have no design 

skills of their own. Hunters are creative 

types who have a rug design in their head 

and want to build on it.

 

To help both, we developed an in-store 

iPad Pro kiosk app to engage customers 

while waiting for a sales associate. The 

experience begins by giving customers—

of any creative level—a wizard-like 

interface to start their design. They 

can color in shapes, modify a rug they 

like, or start from scratch with a blank 

canvas. Once customers are in a canvas, 

the touch interface allows them to 

place, rotate, cut, and swipe away tiles 

in a Tetris-like fashion using only their 

fingertips. The experience is fun and 

experimental, with no wrong moves or 

mistakes that can’t be fixed.

Danielle Reubenstein

Executive Creative Director
POSSIBLE Mobile Denver
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In addition, we brought four major aspects 

to the experience:

1. The Start and Stop Feature: We didn’t 

want the experience to be one and done, 

or customers to feel like they have to com-

mit to a sale. That’s why they can always 

save their design and come back to it at a 

later point.

2. Browse/Create Modes: Our two  

different kinds of users have search 

patterns suited to them. The hunters can 

seek out a particular design, while the 

gatherers can browse different styles  

and patterns. 

3. Touch Technology: Touch technology 

makes the experience more tangible. The 

feeling that users are actually doing some-

thing allows for more engagement. Touch 

tech is also playful, so it allows for a fun 

experience. 

4. Buying Power of a Woman: Of 

course, when it came to FLOR, as the 

brand’s ideal customer, I didn’t leave my 

own insights behind. When it comes to 

buying decisions, women tend to play a 

key role in households, and so we were 

very conscious to make the experience 

something that household decision 

makers would like to use.  

The FLOR app also moves seamlessly 

to the web, letting customers save their 

designs, so they can continue building 

from FLOR’s Design Studio on flor.com. 

Whether you’re using the app in-store or 

the website, it’s always simple, playful, 

and design-conscious. 
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Want more POV?

Visit possible.com/pov and sign up for our monthly email newsletter. 

Request current and back issues at pov@possible.com.
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