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9INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

When I first wrote Management Mess to Leadership Success, I had 

no idea how it would be received or how it would change my own life. 

The idea started out simply enough—there were over 100,000 leadership 

books available on Amazon, replete with academic musings, principle-

laden insights, inspirational stories (told by a diverse field ranging 

from CEOs to former Navy Seals), and new ways of understanding and 

harnessing the human psyche. There are many gems to be found among 

these books and I spend a good deal of my time interviewing and learning 

from their authors. I truly love and treasure many of these titles, but they 

were not the kind of book I wanted to write.

In taking stock of my own journey, I felt a strong pull toward being 

completely open and honest—to some, maybe too much so. That 

meant acknowledging and unpacking many of my career missteps, 

bad assumptions, or outright failures. I hadn’t crystalized this desire into 

the theme of “messes” yet; I just felt I couldn’t authentically share my 

experiences with a highlight reel of just my home runs. To authentically 

convey my journey, I needed many of the foul balls and forced errors 

highlighted as well. Why? Because on reflection, that’s where I often 

learned the most, grew the most, or developed a sensitivity to better spot 

both messes and successes down the road. It was with this insight that 

the charge of “Own your mess” began to take shape. But even then, I had 

no idea how much this concept would resonate with others.

I’m fortunate to be a guest on a number of podcasts and to 

present as a keynote speaker at both public and private events. Almost 

without fail, what I am asked about most is my willingness to be so 

open and vulnerable in making it safe for very competent professionals 

to acknowledge and “own” their messes. If I was unsure if I had tapped 

into something real and pressing in people’s lives, that was put to rest 

in a speech to nearly seven thousand conference attendees at Rachel 

Hollis’s RISE Business event in Charleston, South Carolina. This massive 



MARKE TING MES S TO BR AND SUCCES S10

audience closed my speech by chanting, “Own your mess,” in unison 

over and over again. It was incredibly validating. We all have messes to 

face up to, and if we shirk that experience and fail to learn from them, our 

careers, our relationships, and even our sense of who we truly are will be 

compromised. And perhaps more importantly, when leaders own their 

messes, they make it safe for others to own theirs. And that’s a culture 

everyone wants to engage in.

On the flip side, as I now author the second book in the Mess to 

Success series—focused on marketing— one might be tempted to 

wonder: Just how many messes did you make, Scott? Or to continue with 

my baseball analogy, am I setting myself up as the professional equivalent 

of the Bad News Bears? My short answer is not only no, but hell no. 

Messes are the byproduct of doing. Famed fiction author Neil Gaiman said 

it perfectly: “[I]f you are making mistakes, then you are making new things, 

trying new things, learning, living, pushing yourself, changing yourself, 

changing your world. You are doing things you have never done before, 

and more importantly, you are Doing Something.” So go ahead and own 

your messes, because they are the by-product of you in motion—living, 

growing, taking risks, setting goals, stepping outside your comfort zone, 

and making a mark in the world. Conversely, the only formula for avoiding 

messes is to do nothing. So yes, I’ll take my messes, thank you very much. 

And that includes my marketing messes.

While I served as the chief marketing officer for a large, multinational 

public company, an associate once announced that I “knew nothing about 

marketing.” And this was someone I had specifically recruited and hired 

after lobbying to fund their new role! And in case you were wondering, 

the rebuke didn’t come during a private conversation over drinks. They 

proclaimed it in front of four of the organization’s directors—all of whom 

reported to me as well.

You know nothing, Scott Miller.

If you’re not a Game of Thrones fan, just ignore that last part and 

keep reading.
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How many marketing messes does it take to earn such a critique? 

More than one, I’m sure. Probably a lot. So for this book, I’ve selected 

thirty of the most common marketing messes (and potential successes) 

that professionals will face throughout their career—whatever the level 

of your role, size of your organization, or focus of your industry. Not all of 

them are my messes; I’ve made my share of mistakes over three decades 

of formal and informal marketing roles, and I’ve also seen a bevy of them 

from others. Many of the messes in this book are either drawn from my 

own experiences or those I’ve witnessed and been dragged into in some 

way or another. As such, you may find that this book serves as a kind of 

marketing career guide as well, and that’s fine. What this book isn’t is 

a manual on the “four Ps” of marketing (product, price, placement, and 

promotion) or what to do on Day One of your new marketing role. If you’re 

looking for that level of instruction, you’re not only reading the wrong 

book, you’ve probably said yes to the wrong job. However, if you want to 

purchase the book and use the jacket to hide your Fifty Shades novel on 

the flight home or The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck on the way to your 

performance review, please feel free.

Moving from the topic of management in the first Mess to Success 

book to marketing came inadvertently from one of my coaches. She told 

me that I was always in persuasion mode—always trying to convince and 

influence people to think like me, follow my lead, believe what I believe, 

or do what I want them to do. Ironically, she meant it as a critique of my 

style and personality, but I took it as a compliment (despite the eye roll 

when I thanked her). But it got me thinking that persuasion—convincing 

someone or some group to understand what you believe to be true—

is really what marketing is all about. Ideally, this translates into that 

individual or group adopting your service, hiring your brand, contributing 

to your cause, voting for your candidate, or buying your product. It’s great 

when they do, and it is your fault when they don’t. Welcome to marketing.

In my role as chief marketing officer at FranklinCovey, I took part in 

many global launches. This included running focus groups; administering 

alphas and betas; conducting quality tests; designing new logos; writing 

taglines; approving fonts; engaging in advertising campaigns; creating 



MARKE TING MES S TO BR AND SUCCES S1 2

press releases; producing radio, print, and digital ads; hosting live events; 

and more. I’ve had my hand in slide decks; workbooks; giveaways and 

tchotchkes; email campaigns; websites; banner ads; pay-per-clicks; 

sponsorships; SEO; marketing automation; direct mail; press proofs; 

trade shows (lots of trade shows); webcasts; podcasts; print, digital, and 

audio books of every conceivable length and format; magazine columns; 

conference keynotes; satellite downlinks; live broadcast events for global 

audiences; and… You get the idea. The list is endless. I’ve written more 

text than most Madison Avenue writers and proofed more catalogs and 

newsletters than many seasoned editors. If you’re one to measure all that 

marketing scar tissue in hours, I’ve more than hit the “expert” 10,000-hours 

mark. More like ten times that! All of which is not to brag about how 

wonderful and experienced I am as a marketer, but to convince you I’ve 

done my time with my sleeves rolled up in the trenches. You could spend 

the same number of hours in your own marketing trenches and walk away 

with similar insights and instincts, or you could get a head start by reading 

this book. Personally, I’d recommend the latter.

Based on the impact of the first book in the Mess to Success series—

Management Mess to Leadership Success: 30 Challenges to Become the 

Leader You Would Follow—this volume follows a similar pattern: there 

are thirty challenges, organized so that you can read the themes most 

relevant to you at any given moment, or in order from one to thirty. The 

thirty challenges can be incorporated into your monthly calendar (one 

a day if you’re feeling up to it) and implemented by following the “Mess 

to Success” prompts at the end of each challenge. This is a book that is 

designed to be yours, so dog-ear the pages, underline passages, read it 

in bite-size chunks or all at once, and even photocopy it for colleagues—

wait, don’t do that. Everything else though, go for it.

As I alluded to earlier, the marketing challenges I’m offering in this 

book are to not only acknowledge your messes but to own them. That 

means to study them, reflect on them, tease out principles from them, 

ultimately learn from them and, perhaps most importantly, freely share 

them with others. Because just as you learn from your own messes, 

the true gift of leadership is allowing others to also learn from your 
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messes. And when I say, “learn,” I’m talking about the kind of insight that 

changes not only how you move forward, but how quickly you can see 

what’s ahead. Think of it like that old TV gameshow Name That Tune. The 

challenge for the players was to earn points by responding to a musical 

clue and announcing how many notes it would take to identify a particular 

song. Each player would bid against the other, driving the number of 

notes down until one player finally passed and declared, “Okay then, 

name that tune!” And therefore, the opponent often had to identify the 

song in a second or two.

How many marketing notes does it take for you to name your mess? 

If you step up to the challenge of owning yours and learning from mine, 

you’ll see and identify them long before the music (i.e., your marketing 

career) is over.



CHALLENGE 1

I T ’ S  T H E  C U S T O M E R , 
S T U P I D

Have you become so distracted by your internal focus, 
that you’ve lost external focus on your customers?
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A popular adage is “Those who do not learn history are doomed to 

repeat it.” So here’s a short lesson in history to start us off.

One of the greatest political campaigns of our lifetime was the 1992 

United States presidential election. For the first time in recent history, 

there were three viable candidates in the general election. Three, you ask? 

Yep, Ross Perot made a surprisingly strong independent bid and (many 

say) tipped the election away from President George H. W. Bush to then 

Governor Bill Clinton hailing from, of all places, Arkansas (not exactly a 

proven launching pad for the presidency). It was likely headed that way 

regardless of Perot, but his role in challenging the traditional two-party 

system paved the way for the Reform Party (which didn’t last) and then 

gave rise to the Tea Party Republicans, who to this day have forever 

changed the face of the Grand Old Party. For good or bad remains to 

be seen.

At the time, President Bush (later known as “Bush 41” because of his 

son’s future ascent to that office) was coming off an unprecedented 90 

percent presidential approval rating after the first Gulf War, precipitated 

by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. Many thought there was no possible way 

he could lose reelection. But, as we know, political highs are fleeting, and 

the U.S. economy was headed south with a 7.4 percent unemployment 

rate,1 and the U.S. savings and loan meltdown was wiping out hundreds of 

banks and decimating entire communities across America. The Clinton/

Gore campaign was the first time in modern history where the Democratic 

ticket featured two Southerners (Bill Clinton was the governor of Arkansas 

and Al Gore was a U.S. senator from Tennessee), and fairly young ones 

at that.

In the midst of all the rumored Clinton… let’s call them “dalliances,” 

one of the Democrats’ secret weapons was a duo named James Carville 

and Paul Begala, two new political operatives who went on to achieve 

global fame as pundits, authors, speakers, and strategists. One of my 

1 Amadeo, Kimberly, (2019) “Unemployment Rate by Year Since 1929 Compared to Inflation and 

GDP.” The Balance, 14 Dec., Available from: https://www.thebalance.com/unemployment-rate-by-

year-3305506.
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favorite books ever written is by James and Paul, titled Buck Up, Suck Up…

and Come Back When You Foul Up.

These two are widely credited with winning the 1992 election for 

Clinton and Gore by establishing the first modern political “war room” 

that served as a communications hub and supported a rapid-response 

messaging strategy that generated the now-famed phrase “It’s the 

Economy, Stupid.” (What the sign in the room actually said was “The 

Economy, Stupid,” but it morphed into “It’s the Economy, Stupid,” so for the 

purpose of this chapter, we’ll go with that.) This was a reference to that 

fact that the likely way they were going to beat this otherwise very popular 

incumbent president was to stay insanely focused in their messaging and 

pound hard on the failing economy. To this day, I can envision the sign 

in the Clinton Little Rock campaign headquarters that became iconic for 

decades: “It’s the Economy, Stupid.”

The rest is history, and President Bush served one term, not to be 

confused with his son George W. Bush “43,” who served two.

I share this political story because “It’s the Economy, Stupid” is to 

political campaigns what “It’s the Customer, Stupid” is to marketing teams.

Marketers need to take what they do as seriously as if we were trying 

to win the White House. After all, political strategists are, in their simplest 

forms, marketers—just much better paid.

And like any political campaign, in marketing it’s so easy to get 

distracted. In elections, your opponent is always trying to lure you off 

message and move you away from your preferred talking points. Many of 

you may not recall this, but for much of the 1988 presidential campaign, 

Bush vs. Dukakis, the key issue (are you sitting down?) became flag 

burning. For months, this topic consumed the nation—was it your right to 

burn the American flag? I’m not kidding, this was the core issue across 

America for many months, and both major party candidates found 

themselves consumed talking about it at every campaign stop. We see 

it in every election—a polarizing issue is thrown out (or likely cooked up 

by one of the candidate’s camps), then the other person campaigning for 

office is constantly forced to be on the defensive; or worse, stake out a 
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hasty position they’d not put much thought into. Sadly, it still works well 

for distracting both the opposition candidate and the voting public.

In marketing, the same issue exists. However, it’s typically not outside 

forces cooking up distractions; rather, they’re created internally, and not 

just by the broader company but likely right inside the marketing division. 

It’s not an indictment, it’s simply human behavior. Focus is hard and 

becoming harder for everyone as we face increasingly unlimited options 

in life and work. A key leadership competency is the ability to focus on 

winnable priorities and limit tempting distractions every one of us is prone 

to pursue. Focus is also emerging as a key marketing competency in a 

world of limitless channels, platforms, customers, segments, metrics, 

messages, etc.

As I follow this chapter with twenty-nine more challenges, I want to 

remind you to center yourself and your marketing team on your customer. 

This may sound like a no-brainer, but it’s likely one of the biggest 

ongoing temptations you will face. I’m not sure I truly ever did center 

on the customer, and it’s likely one of my biggest marketing messes. I 

centered myself instead around the priorities of the C-suite and our own 

company needs. Leading up was a genius career strategy that ensured 

my tenure and influence, although some may call it kissing up. While I 

was no sycophant, I was very adept at ensuring the team I led executed 

internally identified priorities, many of which, in hindsight, were not always 

customer-focused. Many of us unwittingly fall into this same reality, 

regardless of our professional roles (marketing, finance, innovation, sales, 

operations, etc.), and I was no different. Take your judgment elsewhere; 

welcome to professional life for most of us. The instinct to survive and 

thrive internally, in any culture, frequently gravitates our efforts away from 

our clients’ needs. This truism exists in the public and private sector, in for-

profit and nonprofit companies, in government and the political arena—

everywhere. The more you are aware of this natural human condition to 

focus internally on your organization (and thus your own relevance), the 

more you can redirect it outwardly toward your customer (and eventually 

increase your relevance exponentially).



MARKE TING MES S TO BR AND SUCCES S18

Somewhat unique to marketing inside organizations is that everyone 

seems to have an opinion about your previous, current, and future 

campaigns. I can’t ever recall sitting in a meeting where I offered finance 

advice on calculating EBITDA or shared my technical theories around 

cloud computing with IT. Perhaps I should have returned the unsolicited 

favor more often. If I had a dollar for every time I sat in an executive 

team meeting, turned to a different functional leader, and said, “You 

know, based on that genius comment, you should be in marketing.” As a 

marketer, your main governing responsibility is to represent the customer 

and keep the focus tethered there. You will be tempted at every juncture 

to become distracted by internal forces and opinions. Resist. You’re likely 

your own worst enemy when it comes to maintaining an obsessive focus 

on your customer by falling victim to perhaps well-intended but typically 

distracting and often contradictory internal perspectives. Make a sign like 

the one in the Clinton/Gore war room so everyone who comes into your 

office, division, building, campus, or virtual meeting is reminded that the 

lens through which you see everything is that of the customer: “It’s the 

Customer, Stupid.” If you’re so inclined, you could make it the image of 

your Zoom background.

It may fatigue others—hell, it may fatigue you—but it’s the right 

thing to do. Not only does being customer-focused come with a better 

alignment of your marketing assets, it allows you to act as a conduit to 

other divisions who will, with good reason, likely never meet a customer. 

And if such divisions are talking to customers, it’s likely to collect on a 

late invoice or solve a shipping issue. Your role in marketing is to get as 

close to the customer as possible so you can represent them in meetings 

and even articulate their needs better than they can—and do it in their 

own language. I’m reminded of this profound quote from Steve Jobs as it 

relates to your marketing connection with clients:

Some people say, “Give the customers what they want.” But that’s 

not my approach. Our job is to figure out what they’re going to want 

before they do. I think Henry Ford once said, “If I’d asked customers 

what they wanted, they would have told me, ‘A faster horse!’ ” People 

don’t know what they want until you show it to them. That’s why I 
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never rely on market research. Our task is to read things that are not 

yet on the page.2

Fulfilling Steve’s vision requires your becoming a bit of a futurist, 

balanced with extraordinary curiosity and listening skills. It takes some 

bravado, seasoned with patience and humility, to predict what your clients 

want before they even know it. Too much guessing will have you building 

solutions no one cares about. And too much complacency will leave you 

in the dust of your competition. Predicting customers’ needs requires a 

somewhat unnatural focus on hearing their voice.

This customer obsession will require you to leave the office and 

miss key company “do not miss” meetings, which might jeopardize your 

internal political stature. Again, this mindset and practice is the right thing 

to do. Spend as much time with current and even prospective customers 

as is feasible so you’re the sane voice back in the office about what’s 

really going on out there. Could you “customer-focus” yourself out of 

a job? Possibly, depending on your company’s culture; but ultimately, 

you must decide how to balance your time, budget, and attention. 

Much of marketing is, in fact, understanding the politics of your internal 

organization and thriving in the midst of it.

I spent a lot of time in the field during my tenure as a chief marketing 

officer, but as I look back, it was primarily with our sales teams. I listened 

to their needs, which were always legitimate “in the moment,” and that 

drove much of what our marketing team developed in the form of support 

tools. On reflection, however, I was generally one step removed from the 

customer. Not always: I presented and facilitated hundreds of marketing 

events where clients attended; thus I “met” thousands of clients over 

the years. That was great for my corporate image, but I was also always 

doing 100 percent of the talking. Flying into Cleveland for a three-hour, 

company-hosted marketing event and presenting our value proposition 

to chief learning officers and human resources directors and shaking 

hands was a weekly occurrence. That was followed by jumping into a 

2 Isaacson, Walter, Steve Jobs, New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015.
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taxi, and repeating it again in Boston the next day. This was not being 

externally customer-focused, it was being internally company-focused. 

And I was superb at it. But if I had to do it over again, I would spend less 

time managing my brand inside the company and more time visiting and 

listening to real customers and their needs outside the company. I hope 

the thousands of clients I met and cared about never felt this from me; but 

if you’re also brutally honest, you can see yourself in the same scenario. 

Sometimes doing your job is, in fact, not the real job you should be doing. 

Let that sink in and adapt it to your situation.

I want this first challenge to set a foundation to buffer you against 

the everyday temptation during your marketing career to be sucked into 

the hairball and instead help you learn to orbit it. I’m going to give you 

many book recommendations throughout this manuscript, so keep your 

credit card handy. One of my top ten recommendations is Orbiting the 

Giant Hairball: A Corporate Fool’s Guide to Surviving with Grace by Gordon 

MacKenzie—a must-read for everyone in a marketing role. It’s not focused 

on marketing per se, but it is a masterful tome on recognizing the hairball 

(that’s your company) and how to avoid its deadly gravitational pull 

sucking you inward, thus distracting you from your customer.

It’s the story of how Shoebox greeting cards, which is the avant-

garde division of the otherwise more conservative Hallmark Cards, came 

into being. It’s a masterpiece, and after you read it, you will never manage 

your marketing career the same. It’s your job as a leader in marketing to 

become the voice of the customer. Other divisions in the company will 

naturally try to suck you away from the client and back into “knitting” the 

hairball. This doesn’t mean they’re evil, incompetent, or ignorant of the 

customer, it’s just a fact that their role is typically different and perhaps 

naturally more inwardly focused. As a marketer, it requires a tremendous 

level of courage, discipline, focus, stamina, and diplomacy to resist this 

temptation at all costs. The “hairball” (your company) only exists because 

of the customer. So in the genius words of the internationally acclaimed 

and world-renowned author Scott Jeffrey Miller, “It’s the Customer, Stupid.”
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FROM MESS TO SUCCESS:
IT’S THE CUSTOMER, STUPID

• Spend the next few days quietly listening in every 
meeting you attend and lead.

 - Monitor how many times your customer is the focus—or 

even mentioned.

 - How are you addressing their needs and their mission 

when they’re second to your own? No judgment on 

others, just make an inventory of the discussions. I bet 

you’ll be horrified.

• Discuss your insights with your colleagues without 
shaming anyone.

 - Acknowledge your own complicity.

 - Commit to a process or reminder system to pull the 

customer back front and center.

• Consider, in every applicable meeting, agreeing 
to spend five minutes talking about how the 
meeting topic relates to real, identified, verified 
customer needs.

 - Not every meeting needs to be customer-focused; 

discussing the company 401(k) plan is naturally inwardly 

focused. But the company holiday party, the annual 

President’s Club trip, your next town hall—all of them 

could include time spent addressing and including an 

increased focus on your customer.

• Set a new (and short) recurring meeting, perhaps 
weekly and no longer than thirty minutes, to discuss 
only your customers. Each time an idea is introduced, 
ask these questions:

 - “How do we know that?”
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 - “Which customer told us that?”

 - “Who did they tell it to?”

• If you had a war room, what would the sign 
currently say?

 - I’m guessing it would read: “Faster Growth,” “Higher 

Margins,” “Safety First,” or “Eliminate Waste.”

 - What would it say if you were insanely customer-

focused?




