


Rock & Roll Business School 
15 success strategies from behind the scenes  

that you can use as part of your company's marketing and communications strategy 

 
 
 

Let's imagine that your business is a rock band.  
 
Are your customers standing outside your door waving glow sticks and 
screaming your name?  
Do they camp out overnight for the opportunity to interact with you?  
Do they enthusiastically wear t-shirts imprinted with your logo . . . put your 
bumper sticker on their cars . . . follow you on social media? 
 
Not exactly? 
 
While you might be excellent at what you do, if your company isn't 
making news, developing an impressive fan following and watching 
revenue grow, it's likely that you're missing some important—and, very 
likely, profitable—marketing opportunities.  
 
There are lots of extremely good bands. Many of them have much better 
vocalists, play their instruments much better and write much better songs 
than some of the superstars.  But if ability and talent were all that 
mattered, there'd be many more people headlining stadium shows and 
fewer playing for tips at the local bar or coffeehouse.  
 
Of course, that's perfectly fine—unless you're the singer or guitarist who 
wants more success but doesn't know what it takes to achieve it.  
 
We business owners have a similar situation.  There are many 

entrepreneurs who are excellent at what they do, but aren't enjoying the 
rewards of success in terms of awareness and revenue. Maybe you're one 
of them, experiencing a plateau or aspiring to a greater level of success.  
 
If so, this e-book is for you. 
 
Here, you'll find  15 time-tested marketing principles that have been used 
for decades to take some of your favorite rock performers and bands from 
"no-name" to "big fame." You don't have to be an aspiring rock star to 
benefit from them; they're also used every day by countless companies 
and businesses of all sizes and types to create and grow their brands, 
build their following and position themselves for success. 
 
If you're content with your current level of business, great! If you'd like to 
explore the possibility of moving in a new direction—from working 
musician to potential rock star, I believe you'll gain some very valuable 
insights from this e-book.  
 
Enjoy this quick, concise read and please feel free to contact me via e-mail 
with your comments and/or questions. Also, don't hesitate to share this e-
book with others whom you think might benefit from it.  
 
Best wishes for rocking success! 
 
John Fries 

 
 
 

 

 



1. Start with a big idea 
Rock & roll has always been an incubator for big ideas—starting all the way back in the 1950s, when DJ Alan Freed coined the term to 
describe the sound of the R&B artists, whose music he was playing, to his teenage audience. In doing so, his big idea helped launch a new 
musical genre.  A few years later, another DJ, Dick Clark, had the big idea to put rock & roll on television, and American Bandstand was 
born. It started out in Philadelphia but soon became a popular national program that ran for decades. Then, In 1981, a huge idea merged 
rock & roll and television into a new,  24-hour music video channel called MTV. These are just a few of the big ideas of rock & roll--all of 
which were incredibly financially successful. 
 
Big ideas are valuable currency to aspiring rock stars, too. It's one thing to go onstage, play your instrument and sing—nothing new there. 
But combining rock & roll with theater the way Alice Cooper did it in the 1970s—that was a big, attention grabbing idea. Onstage, 
dressed in a leather vest with black greasepaint circles around his eyes, Alice played the part of a ghoul-rocker. He draped a snake around 
his neck and used a guillotine to sever his own head (a prop head, of course) with the help of a magician/consultant who traveled with the 
band. This was new, it was wild and Alice became famous. 
 
Roughly around the same time, Gene Simmons had the big idea to create a band of musical instrument-playing comic book characters, 
and Kiss was born. Another big idea. Kiss wasn't just a group of guys in makeup; they were four distinct personalities--the Demon, the Star 
child, Space Ace and the Cat. Those characters have lasted for 40 years and earned millions of dollars. And, in the cases of Ace Frehley and 
Peter Criss, who are no longer in the band, the recognizable characters have even transcended the musicians who created them-since 
other musicians now play those roles onstage. 
 
What this means to you 
The value of a big, marketable, monetize-able idea—one that will make people notice, respond favorably,  and eventually become repeat 
customers—is priceless. 
 
In business, big ideas can come from anywhere.  Sometimes, they're the result of brainstorming with employees, co-workers, a coach or 
advisor. Other times they organically happen when you least expect them. You'll get an idea and think, "What if?"  In either event, big 
successes have often resulted from when people had specific ideas, took action, saw them through and turned them into dollars. 
 
When you start developing your idea with an eye toward what this will mean for your business, be as big and bold and creative as you like. 
Remember, big and bold doesn't have to mean expensive, since ideas cost nothing. This is where you need to think like a leader breaking 



new ground, and not a follower. If someone else is already doing it, it's not original and it was someone else's big idea. As an example, lots 
of "theme" restaurants cropped up once Peter Morton successfully conceived and introduced the first Hard Rock Cafe. Although they 
were based on themes other than rock & roll, they were still essentially trying to emulate the Hard Rock Cafe by offering cool, 
memorabilia-heavy decor combined with generic menus. Although there were a bunch of them in the 80s and 90s, their shelf life was 
pretty short. Many of them aren't around anymore, but the original--the Hard Rock Cafe--still is. 
 
What makes an idea big? Something that's significantly different from what others are doing. Something engaging. Something that has 
the potential to grab attention.  
 
What makes an idea marketable? Well,  this is where you have to look at it from all sides and ask some candid, pointed questions. Who are 
my customers and how will they respond to this?  How can I translate this idea into something tangible? How can I promote or sell this 
idea? How can I maximize the potential of this idea? Am I willing to be patient? Am I willing to put the necessary resources behind it to 
create and maintain awareness of it? 
 
Question: What's a big idea that you can apply to your business? 
 

2. Know your market  
Although many people enjoy a variety of music styles, it's probably safe to say that most people who fill their iPods with Led Zeppelin and 
Van Halen tracks would probably not be first in line to buy tickets for a Neil Diamond concert. Ditto Neil Diamond fans when Jimmy, Robert 
or Eddie come to town. In rock & roll, fans make bands successful, and bands (and their behind-the-scenes people) realize the importance 
of playing to their audiences.  
 
Many singers and musicians now use such social media platforms as Facebook and Twitter (and some still use MySpace)  to interact with 
fans, which, because of social media's give-and-take nature, is often more valuable than market research because it provides fans with the 
opportunity to converse their favorite artists. Because of the direct contact with the people and the immediacy of the information being 
communicated, bands can not only quickly gauge what their fans like, don't like, want more of and want less of, but can also learn in 
general where  members of their audience stand on issues and understand some of their perceptions.  
 
What this means to you 
For a business owner, having a thorough understanding of your audience is more than beneficial—it's crucial. You can't effectively market 



your product or service until you know who's going to spend their hard-earned money on it and what will make them open their wallets 
in the first place. I encourage you to learn everything you can about your current and desired potential customers, including who they are 
(demographically), what they like, what they don't like, why they buy from your competitors and not from you, what might make them do 
business with you and more. Sometimes, just by talking with customers, you learn that an assumption you held about them or why they 
buy is not quite accurate. This gives you the opportunity to modify your marketing strategy. The more you know about customers, the 
better position you'll be in to serve their needs and build stronger, more profitable relationships with them 
 
Question: How much do you know about your customers? 
 

3. Offer an excellent product or service 
In 1965, a young, budding songwriter named Jimmy Webb was signed to a publishing deal by rock & roll singer, producer and music 
publisher Johnny Rivers. One of his early songs was "By the Time I Get to Phoenix," which Rivers recorded and later became a major hit for 
Glen Campbell. Webb went on to write many more huge hits for a virtual who's who in the music industry; in addition to Rivers and 
Campbell, Webb's songs have been recorded by a list of performers a mile long, including the Fifth Dimension, Linda Ronstadt, the 
Supremes, America, Frank Sinatra, Elvis Presley, Carly Simon and R.E.M. Back in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Webb's songs were all over 
the radio. He's been honored with numerous awards for his work, including two Grammys.  
 
Although Webb is an artist in the truest sense of the word, he is also, quite literally, a manufacturer of excellent products. While we as 
listeners enjoy Webb's songs, the bottom line for the music business is that he wrote songs that were capable of selling many millions of 
records—and they did. That is what made his talent so valuable in the industry. He provided a product that record labels could use to make 
huge profits.  
 
Webb wrote songs for other artists to sing. However, neither Webb nor the singers played the music on the recordings. That assignment 
was delegated to a close-knit group of Los Angeles studio musicians who were nicknamed the "Wrecking Crew." The majority of hits that 
were recorded in LA from the late-1950s through the 1960s—by such artists as the Beach Boys, Byrds, Mamas and the Papas, Association 
and countless others—were sung, but not played, by those artists in the studio setting. Because "time was money," recording the music 
tracks for popular songs was the responsibility of professional musicians who could get the sound on tape with a minimum of takes. 
Drummer Hal Blaine, bassist Carol Kaye, pianists Leon Russell and Larry Knechtel and guitarist Tommy Mottola were among the elite 
talents who worked constantly, moving from session to session. The quality service they provided made them extremely marketable and 
guaranteed them a constant stream of work. Their primary customers were the top record producers of the day, from Phil Spector to 



Bones Howe, who employed them again and again, knowing that the quality would be consistent. It always was. Sessions were efficient, 
records were sold and a lot of people, not the least of whom were the musicians, benefited handsomely. 
 
What this means to you 
Before you can sell, advertise or promote anything, a quality product or service has to be there if you're going to have long-term success. 
One of the prime considerations on the front end of marketing is product development. I'll include service development in that as well. 
What you provide needs to be the best it can be (at minimum) and better than what your peers in the marketplace are offering if you're 
going to have a competitive advantage.  
 
There are no shortcuts here. For many years I worked in healthcare marketing and public relations, and back in the early 1990s, some 
hospitals were using the word "quality" as a buzzword. Then, you heard people talking about "higher quality" and top quality." I recall 
sitting in a meeting at one point when someone said. "it's either quality or it's not." And that's true. 
 
One way to look at it is this: make sure that your product or service is excellent. Here are just a few examples: Craftsman tools are 
excellent. Honda automobiles are excellent. Gibson and Fender guitars are excellent. L.L. Bean clothing is excellent if you're an 
outdoorsperson. Each of these product lines competes in the marketplace with other companies' lines, which have varying degrees of 
quality.  Some cost more, some cost less. But because of the quality associated with these products, they also have loyal fans and users. This 
principle applies across nearly all products and services--even with commodity products like facial tissue and ketchup. And often, 
customers will be glad to pay more to get the quality associated with these products. 
 
Question: What about your company, product or service embodies quality in a way that your competitors' doesn't? 
 

4. Present it an a distinctive way 
During the late-1950s, a young record producer named Phil Spector gathered some singers and musicians in a Los Angeles studio and 
created a new approach to recording music. Rather than laying down basic instrumental and vocal tracks, then mixing them into a final 
product, he recorded layer after layer of multiple instrumentation—drums, basses, keyboards, guitars, percussion and other 
instruments—until he'd built what later became known as a "wall of sound." The thick, dense sound (recorded in mono, not stereo) was 
different than anything that had come before. It became Spector's distinctive signature sound, was embraced by rock & roll fans and sold 
zillions of records.  
 



In 1964, the first time the Beatles played on the Ed Sullivan Show, they were immediately perceived as cool and the words "yeah yeah 
yeah" quickly become a new national catchphrase. John, Paul, George and Ringo were packaged like no singing group had ever been 
packaged before. Before even hearing them play or sing, their bowl haircuts, collarless suit jackets and British accents communicated that 
there was something different about these guys that we hadn't seen before.  Had they looked and sounded like some of the young 
American rock & rollers of the time, like Pat Boone, Frankie Avalon or Bobby Rydell, they might not have caused as much of a stir. But the 
presentation grabbed attention and held on to it for the next five years. 
 
What this means to you 
Once you have an excellent product or service—one you're sure is the best of its kind in the marketplace—and you're ready to sell it, 
you'll want to present it to customers and the public in a way that's not only professional, but exciting and appealing.  
 
How you present your  product or service plays a major role in how your  audience will perceive it. There's an old marketing axiom that 
"perception is reality." Depending on what you offer, this can also can help you demand a higher price if your audience accepts the 
perception that your product/service is worth whatever they'll have to pay to experience it. This isn't hype; remember, what you're 
selling is excellent, not good or mediocre.  
 
As an example, consider the fancy restaurant that charges $100 per meal. First of all, it doesn't looks like a diner or fast food joint when you 
walk through the front door. Once inside, you're greeted by a host or hostess, seated, then attended to by a server. The restaurant's 
combined cost for the appetizer, entree, potato, vegetable, salad and dessert isn't anywhere near $100, but the ambience and experience 
justify the price point.  
 
Question: How can you tailor your presentation to enhance the value of what you sell, as well as sell more, and at higher price points? 
 

5. Develop a brand 
Let's play a word association game. What's the first think you think when I say "Margaritaville?" How about when I say "The Boss?" "Fab 
Four?" "Motown?" "Phil Spector?" "Material Girl?" "King of Rock & Roll?"  
 
Whatever you thought, it probably was pretty similar to what most other people would think upon reading or hearing those words. That's 
because these words represent brands that are extremely strong. A brand is the unique place an entity holds in the public consciousness. 
The key word is unique.  



 
There are many hard rock bands out there, but there's only one Kiss. Through their distinctive approach to presenting their stage show 
and the focused way in how they've always promoted themselves, they've earned a powerful brand in the public's mind. As soon as you 
read the name "Kiss," your mind forms an immediate perception. That's successful branding. Having a brand people recognize and respond 
to means that Kiss has successfully leveraged what makes them unique into a lasting identity. It also means that when you buy tickets to 
see Kiss in concert, you'll have the experience you expect to have. If you're buying a ticket, Kiss' brand pretty much guarantees you'll hear 
"Rock & Roll All Night" and see Gene eating fire. Rock & roll has always aggressively engaged in brand-building.  
 
What this means to you 
Having a strong, distinctive brand is a must for any business that wants to experience success on a large scale.  To begin developing a 
brand,  you need a unique point of differentiation (POD) to stand apart from your competitors, and that point  becomes your unique 
selling proposition. It's what, over time, gives people a strong reason to choose your company over your competitors. Your point of 
differentiation can be anything that's important and meaningful to your customers, but it must be something that IS truly different from 
what your competitors are doing. Once a company establishes a particular point of differentiation, no other company can claim it as theirs. 
They can do it, but the first company will always be known for it.  
 
It's not often easy to determine what your POD should be. When I facilitate branding workshops for clients and ask for a POD, you might be 
surprised how many company owners and their employees really haven't previously given it much of a thought. So, it takes some work to 
get them thinking in this way, and to eventually start offering POD possibilities that really are unique. Or, they might say that while a 
competitor company claims such-and-such as a POD, they actually deliver it. That's a legitimate comment, but unfortunately someone else 
has already claimed that POD, even if their actions don't reflect their intentions. 
 
At its core, branding requires the business owner to ask yourself two questions: (1) what do members of my target market immediately 
think (if anything) when the name of my business is mentioned, and (2) what do I want them to think? If there's a difference in the answers 
to these questions, you have some work to do in defining and building your brand. It takes time and effort to make a brand to "catch on," 
and ultimately, it's up to the public. Once you demonstrate through your actions that your POD is something  you really do practice or 
offer and not just marketing talk, over time customers will begin to perceive your company more and more as the leader in that area. It 
takes time and patience. For business owners interested in growth and long-term success, brand-building is a most worthwhile activity. 
 
Question: What's the first thing you want people to think when they hear your name? Is that what you want them to think? 
 



6. Create an anthem that sums up how you want people to perceive you 
A famous rock moment was captured on Lynyrd Skynyrd's 1976 One More From the Road album when Ronnie Van Zant asks the audience 
what song they'd like to hear next, and a stadium full of concertgoers roars back, "Free Bird!" That song is the band's popular and enduring 
ode to living life on your own terms. It was not only a major hit, but has come to define the essence of Lynyrd Skynrd's brand. 
 
In rock & roll, there is often a song or saying that defines the performer's brand and acts as a sort of a mantra.  The lyrics of Kiss' "Rock & Roll 
All Night," celebrate a night at the arena partying with the band. It has a "we're all in this together" vibe.  Jimmy Buffett's song 
"Margaritaville" presents a boozy, laid-back tropical beach lifestyle. In 1973, Billy Joel released "Piano Man," an autobiographical song that 
describes the time he spent playing piano in a Los Angeles cocktail bar for a time. It quickly became his signature. There are countless 
other artists who have done the same thing.  
 
What this means to you 
In business, there are anthems, too. In marketing, we call them brand promises. Often, they're just a few words that powerfully sum up or 
describe a company's point of differentiation and brand promise. Over time, the intent is for customers and the public to immediately 
associate the brand promise and point of differentiation with the company, leading to a clear preference for the company.  Sometimes 
this anthem/statement becomes a slogan and sometimes a slogan is developed to communicate the brand statement. It serves as a 
constant reminder for company employees of the need to back up the brand promise with action and provide customers with the 
expected experience 100% of the time. This consistency in providing exceptional, brand-focused customer experiences reinforces the 
brand and makes it easier for customers to prefer your business over those of your competitors. 
 
A powerful brand statement can be found in the local pizza shop, where Domino's reminds us that "our pizza is free if we don't receive 
delivery within 30 minutes." No other pizza shop has that anthem, or that point of differentiation. It's explicitly stated and practiced 
consistently. We all know that the "happiest place on earth" is Disneyland, and that the company that "thinks different" is Apple.  
 
If you've read or heard interviews with Starbucks's chairman Howard Schultz, you know that the Seattle-based company has a strategy that 
incorporates a sort of two-word anthem—one that has proven highly effective. The company seeks to provide customers with a third 
place, a place people can go to when they're not at home or at work. They've created an environment that encourages relaxation and 
socialization. Buy your drink, grab a plush chair and hang out for a while.  
 



Question: What's the statement that defines your brand promise? 
 

7. Engage audiences with a good story 
Brian Wilson never surfed. In fact, he's been quoted as saying that he's not a fan of the water. Yet, he wrote and produced some of the most 
awe-inspiring surf-pop music of the 20th century as the leader of the Beach Boys. His songs made California the place to be during the 
1960s; the California of sun, sand and surfer girls. His words and music no doubt inspired many people to move to southern California back 
in the sixties, and made countless others wish they lived there. It was a fantasyland. So what would make a beach-averse guy sit at a piano 
and create this world? His brother, Dennis, the only Beach Boy who surfed, came home one day after riding the waves and suggested to his 
older brother that he write a song about surfing. He did, and the rest is history. 
 
Storytelling is one of our oldest forms of communication, going back to the beginning of time and figuring strongly in music. Nearly every 
successful artist can tell you stories about experiences that shaped them and their music and inspired them to write songs. If you've ever 
been to a Springsteen concert, you've heard Bruce relate poignant tales of his youth, his relationship with his father and his experiences 
growing up in Freehold, New Jersey. Back in the mid-1990s, alt-country artist Steve Earle emerged from several years of drug abuse and 
subsequent incarceration as an extremely prolific writer and performer, penning new songs and  a couple books, and releasing a critically 
acclaimed CD, Transcendental Blues, that didn't sound anything like his previous work. He lost himself, found himself again and came back 
stronger than ever. 
 
What this means to you 
Stories engage listeners. This is because stories can be used to describe things in far more interesting ways than a list of facts, features or 
dry text ever could. Remember telling and listening to stories around the campfire? People enjoy hearing stories. They also remember 
them; as proof of that, remember telling scary stories as a child, then having to walk home with the ghosts, goblins and green man still 
fresh in your vivid imagination. Think about when you were in school and studying for a test the next day. Memorizing facts and figures 
just so you can write them down a few hours later is tedious and mostly unpleasant. But read a book, watch a movie or listen to a friend 
relate an interesting experience, and if it captivates you, you can't wait to share it with more people. Even Jesus, in the New Testament, 
taught lessons by telling stories. Storytelling has been with us forever. 
 
In the business world, stories can be powerful marketing tools. Many business owners tend to think of business communication as facts, 
figures and benefits related to what they're selling—why our product is better than theirs. However, business owners who are savvy 
enough to use stories as part of their presentations reach customers in a way their competitors never will. Today, video is huge in 



marketing, and often, videos that go viral (sent from one person to others, eventually leading to thousands if not millions of views) often 
incorporate engaging stories. 
 
Question: What's an interesting, engaging story related to your company or product? 
 

8. Collaborate with the right people  
When a well-known singer wins an Grammy Award, he or she almost always takes a minute or two to run down the list of all the people 
they want to thank. This is because for every rock star whose face is on the CD cover,  there are lots of people behind the scenes, all of 
whom made valuable contributions to the project. They include songwriters, arranger, engineers, the producer, band members, studio 
musicians, backup singers, managers and others. To the audience viewing the Grammys, many if not most of those names are unfamiliar 
and mean nothing. But to the award recipient, that list is an acknowledgement of all the people it took to make that song or album a 
success. In the music industry, chart successes and music sales are achieved through collaborative efforts among the right group of 
people. 
 
When the right people collaborate, magic happens. John Lennon and Paul McCartney. Mick Jagger and Keith Richards. Elton John and 
Bernie Taupin. Don Henley and Glenn Frey. Some of the most popular songs in the history of rock were born through collaboration. Neil 
Young has been making music since the 1960s with three different sets of collaborators: as a member of the bands Buffalo Springfield and 
Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, as well as a front man backed by Crazy Horse. Several years ago on the MTV Music Awards, Neil stepped 
onstage with a new generation of rock stars, the band Green Day, and together they jammed on the song "Rocking in the Free World."  
 
Many musicians love to jam, play duets, sit in with each other, co-write songs and take part in all-day music festivals. From Woodstock and 
the Monterey Pop Festival to Live Aid and Lollapalooza, rock has a history of bringing its performers together and creating something 
special. Sometimes, it's on a smaller scale—like when two rock superstars sing a duet or one guests on another's project. For example, 
David Bowie joined Queen to record "Under Pressure" and Bryan Adams and Tina Turner sang "It's Only Love." Both were hits. 
 
What this means to you 
As business owners, we can benefit from collaboration with others, especially when they're people whose skills complement ours and 
help create a "one-two punch." For example, there's a person with whom I occasionally collaborate. I'm the "creative idea guy" and he's 
the more serious "just the facts" kind of person. When we work together, it's a yin and yang situation that benefits the outcome of the 
project. 



 
Author Napoleon Hill of Think and Grow Rich fame called this collaboration the "mastermind" principle. No one person can do everything, 
but a combination of the right people can accomplish huge results. If you're a micromanager, take note: there's a big difference being 
detail-oriented and being a micromanager. Those who do the former are meticulous; those who do the latter get caught up in minutia 
and often don't enhance the project. 
 
There are any number of ways to create beneficial collaborative opportunities. Maybe two or more businesses join forces to present an 
event such as a workshop or seminar. Or, let's say that a small business expert decides to offer a one-day event to teach aspiring 
entrepreneurs how to start their own business. He  has the marketing, branding, PR and other communications components covered, but 
maybe he wants to include material that's not in his range of expertise, such as legal advice and/or accounting. To bring additional value 
to this workshop, he enlist friends or business contacts who do have that expertise to serve as presenters or panelists at his event. The 
program attendees benefit from the additional expertise and those on the presentation side receive publicity and payment, while 
opening the door to future mutually beneficial opportunities.  
 
Question: How can you create, and make the most of, mutually beneficial alliances? 

 
9. Chart your own course  
If there's one line of work in which maverick thinking and behavior valued, it's rock & roll. When a rock star does something that's clearly 
different than following the crowd, people notice and support the act by buying their music. When I was in high school, Elton John came 
along. He didn't look or sound like anyone else. In a world of guitar-driven rock, Elton played the piano. He His songs were great, borne of a 
highly productive collaboration (see point 8) with lyricist Bernie Taupin. He was balding and wore glasses; in fact, he had an extensive 
collection of frames, which were part of his public persona. My friends and instantly became Elton fans. We bought his records, scooped up 
every magazine that featured him on the cover and, in these pre-MTV days, stayed home to watch him when he made highly infrequent 
appearances on television.  
 
Charting your own course sets you apart from the crowd. Brian Wilson combined lyrics about the sun, surf, cars and girls with lush 
harmonies and brought the California dream to the world. Berry Gordy created the Motown sound. Steely Dan showed that pop music 
could co-exist with jazz. Alice Cooper wrapped himself in a boa--a real one--and sang to audiences from an onstage guillotine. Gene 
Simmons and Paul Stanley painted makeup on their faces before climbing onstage in rock clubs. Eddie Van Halen inspired a generation of 



guitarists to tap harmonics on their fretboards. Frank Zappa, Jimi Hendrix and many others experimented with sound. Queen went to the 
opera. And the Grateful Dead just jammed onstage--while allowing audience members to roll tape. 
 
What this means to you 
In marketing, we talk a lot about the importance of having a "point of differentiation;" a unique selling proposition that makes you 
different from your competitors in a meaningful way. This is the cornerstone of branding (see point 6), which seeks to leverage that 
distinction as a means for creating profitability. As a business owner, it's wise to explore new avenues, seek ways to improve what you're 
currently doing and encourage your employees to think creatively. Marketplace and customer expectations and demands often change 
rapidly, so it's always a good idea to keep looking down the road to see where you might make an impact.  
 
Question: What is your point of differentiation?   
 

10. Be public relations-savvy 
Public relations has been an essential part rock & roll since day one.  Public relations, or PR, is a non-paid form of communication (as 
opposed to say, advertising, when you buy ads) that is employed at various times for purposes of publicity, brand-building (PR gets 
involved long before advertising), damage control, creating a mystique, creating excitement, launching new projects, creating awareness 
of new products and staging events. PR generally involves telling a story or providing information to the public via print, broadcast and 
online media channels.  
 
Rock & roll often uses public relations tactics to call attention to their projects, whether it's holding a news conference at the base of the 
Brooklyn Bridge to announce a new Stones tour to the media, sending a news release about Jon Bon Jovi buying an ownership stake in an 
arena football team or "leaking" one or more tracks off a forthcoming CD to build buzz for the project.  
 
Sometimes, rock PR can take the form of unusual events, also known as  publicity stunts. One of the wildest took place back in the 1970s 
when Kiss made a deal with Marvel Comics to produce their own official comic book. To promote it in advance of its release, the band 
members went to the printing plant and each had a pint of blood drawn, which was mixed with the red ink. Of course, the media was 
invited to come along and shoot photos. A few years later, after Kiss' popularity had begun to wane, their next must-see-TV stunt was 
staged on MTV. For the first time, the band members were shown on camera without their familiar makeup. 
 
What this means to you 



What's important for the business owner to realize is that the media is always on the lookout for stories to provide to their audiences. In 
my opinion, not enough businesses leverage their PR opportunities by contacting the media when there's an opportunity to share 
something interesting or newsworthy. Think of things that are happening in your company and consider what items might be of interest 
to the local or trade media. If you're in a field like finance, for example, that deals with regulations, you might want to send a news release 
to the media when a new tax law is issued, along with your perspective on it. I promise you that if you look for opportunities to interact 
with the media, you'll find them.  
 
Question: What kinds of stories can you tell that will interest the media--and by extension--potential customers? 
 

11. Earn a tribe of ambassadors 
What does it say about a band's success that it not only develops a strong, loyal, dedicated following, but that that following has a name? 
Ask Parrotheads, Deadheads and members of the Kiss Army. These super-fans own all the band's recordings, collect and swap bootlegs,  are 
the first in line (or online) to buy concert tickets and dress appropriately in tropical gear, tie-dye or Kiss makeup when they go to the 
concerts. At a hospital where I once worked in marketing and PR, I became friendly with one doctor who was a huge Dead fan and a 
surgeon who was really into Jimmy Buffett's music. Because I'm a fan of both performers, an informal bond was created and the docs and I 
would chat about music when we ran into each other at meetings or on campus.  
 
Many musicians who are savvy enough to realize that they wouldn't have successful careers were it not for the fans actively cultivate their 
fan bases. This is especially huge in country music, where fan clubs grow and thrive. A number of country performers make the time to 
participate in special, members-only events, like breakfasts, and each year, the annual meet-and-greet event called Fan Fair draws 
thousands of music fans to Nashville in hopes of getting an autograph from, or photo taken with, their favorite stars. 
 
What this means to you 
Business owners who understand the value in customer engagement and relationship marketing look for opportunities to cultivate a "fan 
base," and it doesn't happen because of frequent buyer cards or other gimmicky nonsense. That kind of loyalty is earned. Customers who 
embrace a company—whether based on products, services, philosophy or a combination of things—will return as customers again and 
again, often bringing new customers with them. Their voices will be the loudest on your behalf when someone asks for a 
recommendation. They'll blog about you, refer others to you and willingly wear apparel imprinted with your logo. Oh, and they'll help you 
grow your profits as a result. 
 



Question: What are you doing to build a tribe of loyal customers? 
 

12. Provide an engaging, memorable experience for your audience 
There used to be a joke made by radio personalities on the morning after a Bruce Springsteen concert. They'd tell their audiences that 
"the concert hasn't ended—he's still playing." If you've been to a Springsteen concert, you know what marathon events they can be. 
Onstage, Bruce forms a quick, strong connection with his fans with his "we're-all-in-this-together" approach, tight band, showmanship, 
apparent enthusiasm and willingness to give them way more than they expect. That's why he's The Boss. 
 
There's probably a concert you attended that stands out from the others. Maybe it was a Kiss show, with Gene Simmons spitting fire and 
Ace Frehley shooting sparks from his guitar. Or a Paul McCartney concert, during which he held the audience in the palm of his hand while 
playing acoustic guitar and singing "Yesterday." For New Yorkers, it might be when you joined thousands of fans in Central Park to witness 
Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel's 1980 reunion concert, which the rest of the nation later watched on HBO. No matter what it was that made 
your favorite concert one for the books, you were engaged--and that made it a much more meaningful experience than just a bunch of 
musicians playing and singing while you listened. 
 
What this means to you 
Strive to make each and every interaction a customer or client has with your company an engaging one. Provide experiences they'll 
remember in a positive way long after the transaction has been completed. Delight them. Make them want to return. It could be how you 
provide service or it could be something environmental. I once had dinner at a small Italian restaurant in Midtown Manhattan during a 
stay in New York. The ambience was nice and the food was really good. But what really ramped up the engagement factor was the service. 
It was not only efficient, but entertaining. The waiter cooked our pasta dinner at tableside and made us laugh with the things he said and 
did while preparing the meal. For all the restaurants I've been in over the years, it was an experience unlike any I'd previously or have had 
since. Of course, I've related this story in the years since, and have recommended this restaurant many times. 
 
Question: How do you engage your customers? 
 

13. Grow your brand with appropriate extensions 
Flip through just about any guitar magazine and look at the ads. If you're a guitarist, of if you're friends with one, you know how particular 
they are about getting "the sound." The type of wood used to make the guitar body and fretboard, the type and gauge of strings, how the 
electric pickups are built. Once they find a sound they like, guitarists, as well as other musicians, often make deals with instrument 



manufacturers to endorse their brand. The instrument company will then create a (Name of musician) Model of the guitar that 
incorporates the player's favorite features, and make it available to fans. Even if you can't play the blues as well as Eric Clapton, you can still 
own, for a premium price, a replica of Eric's "Black Beauty" Fender Stratocaster, complete (believe it or not) with a manufactured cigarette 
burn on the neck just like the one Clapton has on his. If it's like the axe Clapton plays, it must be good, right? 
 
Endorsements enable a name musician to profitably extend his or her brand, and they're just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to 
brand extensions--using a respected name and brand to generate additional revenue through branded products and initiatives. In 
addition to being a wildly popular singer and songwriter, Jimmy Buffett is an incredibly smart and savvy marketer whose brand portfolio 
encompasses Margaritaville restaurants, an apparel line, record label, liquors, books, beach gear and even a line of frozen foods. And he's 
not alone. Gene Simmons has turned the Kiss brand into an extensive line of products, clothing and not one, but two television shows.  
 
In rock & roll, creating and growing revenue streams is a time-tested tactic. Elvis began building a brand empire (well, to be accurate, it 
was his manager, Colonel Tom Parker) in the 1950s and the Beatles followed suit in the 1960s--take it from someone who owned both a 
Beatles' toy guitar and a Paul McCartney Halloween costume as a child. I wish I still had them today. 
 
What this means to you 
For companies, finding lucrative ways to extend their brand is pretty much a necessity in today's economy. The key is in doing it 
effectively. You don't want to just put your name or logo on anything and call it a brand extension. It needs to be done strategically, 
ideally with some convincing research that the extension is appropriate, and that it will likely be embraced by your audience. Your 
extension should almost feel like something that would have happened naturally. For example, back in the '80s, I worked as marketing 
director at a small company that sold compressed cylinder gases used in industrial applications. At one point, they successfully extended 
their brand by expanding into the newly growing medical and scientific laboratory market, which required gases that were certified for 
purity. They invested in a machine that read and analyzed gas samples and provided specific data related to their purity. They were among 
the industry's pioneers in this new market, and extending their brand in this direction proved to be a highly profitable move. 
 
Question: What potentially profitable brand expansion opportunities exist for your business? 
 

14. Do the unexpected 
During the summer of 2000, something really unexpected and unorthodox happened in cities and towns across the United States: John 
Mellencamp just showed up and started playing for the people. Literally. He traveled light--just two acoustic guitars and a small sound 



system. Accompanied by a violinist and accordion player, Mellencamp called this initiative the Good Samaritan Tour. There were no 
tickets sold, no radio sponsorships arranged, no lines to wait in. There was buzz, as local radio heard that he would be in town and told 
their listeners. Mellencamp and his pals played in public squares and on street corners, where people got to watch and listen for free.  At 
the time, Mellencamp said he just wanted to say "thank you" to his fans by providing these intimate concerts.  
 
Typically, we don't expect our rock stars to be accessible--so the element of surprise in this instance was a very cool thing. It grabbed our 
attention, garnered press and made both the media and the public sit up and take notice. 
 
What this means to you 
People like to be surprised in a good way, and even a small, unexpected gesture--which every business owner is capable of doing--can 
create goodwill as well as build buzz. In the book The Experience Economy by B. Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore, the authors tell the 
true story of a restaurant that occasionally treats its own customers to lunch. When the meal is finished, instead of being presented with a 
bill, diners will instead receive a note thanking them for their patronage and informing them that their lunch is on the house. Who would 
ever expect that? These are the kinds of stories that are told and re-told. They get a lot of mileage from a relatively small investment. 
 
Question: How can you leverage a surprise? 
 

15. Give back  
In November 1984, a couple dozen rock musicians and singers arrived at a London recording studio at the invitation of Bob Geldof and 
Midge Ure. At the time, Geldof was best known as the Irish-born leader of the Boomtown Rats, and Ure, as the Scottish lead singer of 
Ultravoz. And while both were veterans of the U.K. recording scene, on this day, they had another purpose in mind; to cut a Christmas-
themed single. Rather than sing about Santa Claus and candy canes, the lyrics Geldof and Ure wrote addressed the season from the 
perspective of starving children in Ethiopia. After the recording session, the song "Do They Know it's Christmas?" was released. The ad hoc 
group was named Band Aid, and the record, which became a smash hit, raised much-needed funds to help the hungry in Africa. The man 
who a few years previously wrote and sang the song "I Don't Like Mondays" contributed his time and considerable talents to develop and 
implement a humanitarian effort. 
 
Many rock & rollers, despite their life-in-the-fast-lane image, have warm hearts and sincere empathy for others. From staging benefit 
concerts to help the needy to entertaining military troops stationed overseas and away from their families, numerous rock stars find ways 



to give back. In recent years, many rockers have rallied to help people whose lives have been devastated by everything from natural 
disasters to the World Trade Center attacks on 9-11. 
 
What this means to you 
No matter what business you're in, it's always a good idea to give back whenever possible. Pick up almost any business magazine and you'll 
see articles about social entrepreneurship, as many companies actively seek out ways to not only make a profit, but make their 
communities—and the world—a better place. There are many ways businesses benefit by doing this,  but the truth is that it's simply the 
right thing to do. 
 
Question: How can you use your business, talents or skills to help others? 
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