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HOW JAY BAER’S 
STAYED AT THE 
CUTTING EDGE 
OF ONLINE 
MARKETING, 
INCLUDING WITH 
HIS NEW BOOK ON 
WORD OF MOUTH, 
TALK TRIGGERS.
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talker



ay Baer 
has been 
working at the 
leading edge 
of internet 

marketing for most of his 
career. In fact, when he 
took his first job in the 
space back in the 1990s, 
the internet was just 
taking hold, and he had 
never even been online. 

“They needed help with 
marketing, but I didn’t 
know anything about 
the internet,” Baer says, 
laughing. But he’s picked 
up a few things, and has 
become something of a 
pioneer in the field ever 
since.

In the early days of his 
career, Baer worked 
alongside the inventor of 

virtual hosting. He was 
part of a startup that 
created something a lot 
like Skype…in 1997. (It was 
called VisiTalk, and no 
one knew what to do with 
it.) Baer also worked for 
an internet company so 
early on in the popularity 
of the web that domain 
names were free and up 
for grabs. In fact, Baer’s 
company sold budweiser.
com and guinness.com 
to the brands themselves 
(for 50 cases of beer 
and two trips to Ireland, 
respectively).

Since those early days, 
Baer’s built up quite 
a track record. He’s 
head of the Convince 
& Convert marketing 
consultancy, has started 
five multimillion-dollar 

companies, and advised 
on over 700 others—32 
of which are now in the 
Fortune 500. He’s also 
an investor, and was 
one of the first to fund 
Buffer. It’s no wonder he’s 
become so influential in 
the field, and in this phase 
of his career, is perhaps 
best known for his work 
as a public speaker and 
bestselling author. 

But marketing always 
remains close to Baer’s 
heart, and his latest 
book Talk Triggers is 
a super in-depth look 
at an often overlooked 
strategy—word-of-mouth 
marketing. If anyone 
knows how to get people 
talking, it’s Jay Baer.
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The Early Days

But Baer waited a while to start 
his business-building legacy. His 
first official job was actually in 
government, as a spokesperson 
of the Department of Juvenile 
Corrections in Arizona. “I essentially 
gave tours of the prison to media and 
political people,” he says. Unhappy 
with this role, he was actively looking 
for an out. One day, Baer happened 
to grab lunch with a few friends 
who told him about their internet 
company.

Baer soon quit his job and went 
to work as the VP of marketing for 
Internet Direct—despite having never 
been on the internet. “That made for 
an interesting first week.”

This was the mid-1990s, and if you 
wanted a website, you typically had 
to have a physical server. Internet 
Direct was one of the only companies 
at the time that could offer virtual 
hosting, something pioneered by 
Baer’s partner. “He invented the 
partitioning algorithm that allowed 

more than one domain on a single 
computer,” Baer says. “Other 
companies would charge $1,500 for a 
website…we charged $179.”

The company grew rapidly, adding 
almost 90 employees in 90 days. 
Baer was truly on the ground floor of 
the internet revolution, and he had 
no idea.

He and his partners eventually sold 
Internet Direct, and he went on to 
start another company—a co-venture 
between himself and a prominent 
media family in Arizona. They didn’t 
have an internet component, so Baer 
worked with them to build a content 
site and news portal. This venture got 
him into the web design business.

“It was the largest design firm in 
the southwest United States,” 
Baer says. “We [eventually] sold 
the company for $450 million.”

Next, Baer joined another startup, 
VisiTalk, which was a very premature 
version of Skype. Unfortunately, 
the company was too early to the 
concept, and no one was interested. 
Due to that and some management 
problems, the company shut down.

After that, Baer arrived at his final 
destination: consulting. He originally 
planned on being a college professor, 
but with the market collapse in 2008, 
he rerouted his career back into 
marketing. 

He started Convince & Convert 10 
years ago and has grown it steadily 
every since. Today, he helps clients 
including Hilton, Cisco, Nike, and 
Walmart, among hundreds of others.
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B
aer is a seventh-
generation entrepreneur. 
That means his great-
great-great-great 
grandfather was the first 
in his family to start a 
business. It’s in Baer’s 
blood. “When I was a kid, 
it wasn’t a question of 
if I was going to start a 
business, but what kind 
of business was I going to 
start,” he says. Nobody had 
actually asked him that, it 
was simply an unspoken 
expectation.



From Businessman to 
Bestselling Author

Today, Baer identifies as many 
things: entrepreneur, investor, 
podcaster, speaker, author, 
consultant, and pioneer. He 
currently invests in over 30 
startups, including Sigstr, Rival 
IQ, and Breathr, and was an early 
backer of Buffer.

Baer always seeks to invest 
in entrepreneurs who have 
ideas, passion, and energy. “As 
someone who's started a lot of 
companies, I know how much 
time and effort it takes,” Baer 
says. “[Investing] allows me 
to help and be a part of these 
startups, without having to run 
them.”

Baer also co-hosts the award-
winning Social Pros podcast, 
with new episodes every 
Tuesday. As much as he admires 
other mediums like blogging and 
video, he feels that “podcasting 
is even more intimate.”

Known as a leading speaker 
on marketing, word of mouth, 
and customer service, Baer 
speaks worldwide on a variety of 
marketing topics. As a popular 
emcee, he’s hosted events for 
IBM, Oracle, and other major 
brands. In 2018, he was inducted 
into the Council of Peers Award 
for Excellence (CPAE) Speaker 
Hall of Fame, which has fewer 
than 200 living members.
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But despite his many 
identities, Baer first and 
foremost considers himself 
a writer. He majored in 
journalism with the intention 
to write for a newspaper.

“I’ve always been a writer,” 
Baer says. “Writing is what’s 
most natural to me.”

Over the past eight years, Baer 
has authored six books on a 
variety of marketing topics, 
including social media, content 
marketing, dealing with customer 
complaints, and real estate.

When asked why he’s written so 
many books on so many topics, 
Baer says, “I write books in only 
one circumstance: When I see my 
clients ask the same questions 
over and over.” Baer then sets 
out to find the answer and write a 
book about it. 

He figures that if his clients—some 
of the biggest brand names in the 
world—don’t know the answers to 
certain questions, a lot of other 
people probably don’t either.

Every book he writes is focused on 
how to use that topic to acquire 
customers faster and cheaper. 
“How do you outflank your 
competitors by doing one thing 
better?” Baer asks. To him, it’s not 
really about the specific tool or 
technology; it's about how to solve 
a business problem. 

e’s also found his consulting 
firm to be a “steady research 
and development lab.” Working 
so closely with his clients has 
allowed him to keep his finger on 
the pulse of what’s trending in 
the marketing world—and what’s 
untapped.

In the case of his most recent 
book, Talk Triggers, Baer noticed 
that while his clients had 
mastered how to do content and 
social media, they weren’t quite 
sure what to say. “[My clients] 
understood the mechanics but 
not the story,” Baer says.

Baer explained that most 
of today’s marketers didn’t 
understand that word of mouth 
is so critical for businesses. “We 
went to sleep on word of mouth 
because of the rise in social,” he 
says.

Thus, the idea for a book on word-
of-mouth marketing.
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Talk Triggers: The First 
Marketing Book with 
Alpacas on the Cover

Talk Triggers: The Complete Guide to 
Creating Customers With Word of Mouth, 
Baer’s newest book, is all about word-of-
mouth marketing and how it can be the 
best way to grow your business. 

He co-authored it with Daniel Lemin, 
another startup co-founder, advisor, 
and bestselling author. The system in 
Talk Triggers is also the same one Baer 
established and employs at his consulting 
firm.

“The best businesses 
give customers 
a story to tell,” 
Baer says. “[Talk 
Triggers] gives 
readers a system 
for doing word of 
mouth on purpose.”
Baer conducted a lot of research when 
writing Talk Triggers—four separate 
research projects, in fact. He found that, 
depending on the type of company, 
between 50 and 91 percent of all sales 
were influenced by word-of-mouth 
marketing. 

“Nobody has a strategy for word of 
mouth,” Baer says, “and that’s crazy 
because you’ve got a desk full of 
strategies.”

He’s right. Entrepreneurs have strategies 
for email, for content, for social media, 
even HR strategies and crisis plans. Why 
not for word of mouth?

“We assume people will talk about our 
businesses, but why do we think that? 
What are we giving them to talk about?” 
It’s not good enough to offer adequate 
consumer experiences anymore.

“We make a mistake in business when 
we think that competency creates 
conversation,“ Baer says. 

One key case study Baer explores in Talk 
Triggers is about DoubleTree Hotels. Every 
time someone checks into a DoubleTree, 
they receive a warm chocolate chip cookie 
for free. “That’s their thing, their talk 
trigger…their differentiator,” he says.

Baer and Lemin talked to hundreds of 
DoubleTree customers to investigate the 
impact of these cookies. They found that 
34 percent had mentioned that cookie to 
someone else in the previous 30 days. It 
was clear that the free cookie was very 
“talkable,” and had lots of “pass-along 
value.”

Another case study covered 
UberConference, a software that offers 
free conference calls. Their talk trigger is 
their hold music. “It’s hilarious,” Baer says. 
“It’s their differentiator.”

He explained that if you hop on Twitter and 
search “UberConference” and “on hold,” 
you’ll find people attributing their use of 
UberConference solely to the entertaining 
on-hold music.
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“That’s the gist of a talk trigger—
picking something in business that 
everyone else does in a boring or 
unremarkable way and choosing to 
make it exciting or entertaining or 
thoughtful.

“[It’s] a strategic operational 
choice that creates conversations,” 
Baer says. “It’s something you do 
differently in your business that 
customers notice and talk about.”

While defining your talk trigger 
takes time, it’s actually quite 
simple. But the way to do it isn’t by 
sitting around brainstorming in a 
boardroom—it’s by talking to your 
customers. 

First, create a customer journey 
map. Outline all the touchpoints 
at which you interact with 
your customers. Get a good 
understanding of what they see, 
do, read, and feel as they move 
through the purchase process of 

your business.

Next, interview customers or, if you 
don’t yet have any, prospective 
customers. Ask them about their 
expectations at every step of their 
journey—when they visit your 
website or store, when they make a 
purchase, when they receive the 
product or open the box. Try to 
map out customer expectations 
along every step of the process. 

“When you know what they 
expect, you know what they 
won’t expect,” Baer says.

Therein lies the “gap” for your 
talk trigger. “When you do 
something different, it works 
better if that thing is usually 
boring.”

He uses his own business card 
as an example. For over 10 years, 
Baer’s business card has been a 
metal bottle opener. “People come 
up to me every week and tell me 
they still have my card,” he says. 
This specific differentiator works 
because it’s both talkable, and it’s 
usually boring.
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That was an operational choice 
they made. They could’ve had 
something else, but they chose to 
do something funny, and it pays 
off,” Baer says.



W
hat can you do that 
they won’t expect?” 
Baer asks. “Because 
that’s what they’ll talk 
about.”

Now, what about 
the cost analysis 
associated with 
word-of-mouth 
marketing? In the 
case of DoubleTree 
hotels, the company 
has to purchase the 
cookies and train the 
staff to hand them 
out. But compared 
to advertising, this 
strategy is very 
affordable.

“One thing that 
ties together these 
case studies is that 
they do something 
different enough 
that they don’t 
have to spend a lot 
on advertising,” 
he says. “The talk 
trigger becomes 
the ad, and your 
customers become 
your marketing 
department,”

Measuring the impact 
of word-of-mouth 
marketing is a gradual 
process. This strategy 
relies on customers to 
tell other customers, 
who then have to 
take action. One 
way to speed it up 
is to “amplify your 
differentiator,” such as 
through advertising or 
social media. 

You can’t press a 
button and run a report 
on the impact of word-
of-mouth marketing. 
There isn’t a traditional 
tracking or analytics 
method, unlike other 
digital marketing 
channels.”It doesn’t 
work like that, but that 
doesn’t mean it doesn’t 
work.”Author: Allie Decker 

is a freelance writer 
specializing in articles 
that speak to founders, 
small business owners, 
and digital marketers. 
A small business owner 
herself, Allie writes from 
an honest (sometimes 
humorous) perspective 
about all things 
entrepreneurship. She’s 
collaborated with the 
folks at Entrepreneur, 
Foundr, Neil Patel, 
WhenIWork, and LivePlan. 
Learn more about Allie at 
http://alliedecker.com.
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