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Jill Salzman: Welcome to course 26!  This is the amazing Danny Schuman. He is 
here with us from Twist. He’s an incredible marketing guru! 

Let’s talk today about strategy. It’s such a boring word! When I hear that word I 
think, “I don’t need that.” I know all of you constantly are going, “Eh, strategy... I’ll 
get to it,” or “That’s for people that are further along,” or bigger companies. Tell us 
why you think strategy
is important.

Danny Schuman: I started in advertising as a writer. To be a creator or to be a 
writer, you need a strategy or foundation. Strategy is, to me, a set of words that 
are relevant to you and your business. It enables you to be consistent and clear 
and convincing when it comes to talking about your business.

JS: Is this going to take a lot of time? 

DS: Getting there shouldn’t take a lot of time. You want to think hard about the 
words – they are so important! Find the specific set of words that are going to 
work for you.  These words are going to be on your social media, your website, 
your business. You’ll know it when you see it! It’s a process in that you probably 
won’t come up with the perfect words overnight.

JS: Who are you? How do you know this? 

DS: I’m an ex-advertising writer. I wrote and produced a lot of ads for various 
companies in Chicago. 

Eight years ago, I started Twist, which is a marketing consultancy, and does 
product and service innovation work. What should a rubic’s cube be next? Maybe 
a key chain, maybe a drink. We help figure out what products and services are 
“next” and think through the strategy.
 
I was always a creative. As I grew up, I realized the importance of the upstream 
work (the foundation before the work!). I was a weird creative in that I liked 
everything about the process and not just the creative part. This helped me 
understand all sides of the business. 

JS: You have a lot of experience!

DS: The importance of a strategy is what we always come back to.
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JS: We’re back! We now know a strategy is really important and Danny has 
helped make it really easy. Where should we begin?

DS: It’s called a Brand Position – what is your position in the world?

Brand position answers four questions: 

1. Who is your target audience? Who are you talking to? This can be tricky 
because some are talking directly to businesses (B2B) and some are talking to 
consumers (B2C). The first rule in marketing is focus.

FIRST RULE OF MARKETING IS FOCUS

JS: “Who is your target market?” Don’t say, “Oh…everybody…” At least start with a 
niche and then you can grow out.

DS: I was selling something that I thought had a broad market appeal and 
was still told the same thing, to focus, and that product went away. The new 
iteration was better because of the focus. Picture the archery bulls eye and 
start from the center and move out. If they see the inner circle buying it, then 
it’s aspiration to reach the inside.

2. Frame of reference: Who do you think you’re competing against? 

This is your competitive set. Who else are people considering when they think 
of you? 

3. Your unique benefit. What do you wake up in the morning everyday to do? 
What do you provide to the world? 

Some people might just focus on the benefit because it’s clear. It helps people 
understand what you do, and the fact that you do it differently. 

JS: Can we have everybody practice saying, “I have the best ______________ in the 
world!”
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4. The RTB -The reason to believe!

DS: This is the proof. If Denny’s says, “We have the best breakfast,” then this is 
“the why”. Is it the quickest, freshest, organically sourced?

JS: Can I use testimonials? Can I use stats? 

DS: Yes, It can be factual or it can be emotional. For example, Gatorade was 
made in a lab and tested on the field. It had proven performance. This is my 
version though. This isn’t what the customers would say but it’s from the 
business perspective. 

JS: What if you’re a service-based business?

DS: Yes, you can still have facts and testimonials. What about airlines? Greatest 
number of on-time flights, cheapest, most comfortable Southwest: “We’re the 
easiest!” American: “We’ll make you feel good.” 

JS: What about airlines? Greatest number of on-time flights, cheapest, most 
comfortable?

DS: Southwest: “We’re the easiest!” American: “We’ll make you feel good.”

When you’re done with these four steps, you’ll have a clear and compelling 
definition of who you are and how you stand apart from you competitors in the 
marketplace. You’ll be clearly defined! If I launched an airline tomorrow, what 
would I be doing better than those that already exist?

JS: I think entrepreneurs struggle with this, but then you have Richard Branson 
who just started an airline and was wildly successful! 

DS: There are two ways of coming up with a brand position. One is, you’re 
Richard Branson. You have done a lot of different businesses and you make it 
up as you go. In the long run, though, maybe not the best idea. How I work is 
to dig in a little bit, ask a lot of questions. You can find a lot out online. Talk to 
stakeholders in the business. Ask lots of questions. It’s about leaning in and 
actively listening and taking notes. I guarantee something will pop!

JS: Active listening! To recap: We need brand positioning to be able to create a 
good strategy for our business!
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JS: Let’s move on! We know that for our small business strategy, we need solid 
brand positioning. What else is there for a strategy?

DS: Remember your brand position is a living, breathing document that will likely 
change as you go. It’s not easy to get it right the first time.

JS: How do you know if you’ve gotten it right? 

DS: Show it to other people and get feedback. When you’re 80% there, be sure 
to share. 

JS: You’re sunk into your brand and you need entrepreneurial therapy outside 
the vortex!

DS: Now I like to boil it down to one sentence, which is the Brand Essence!

BRAND ESSENCE IS THE SOUL OF THE BRAND

JS: Let’s get it on!

DS: The brand essence is the heart of the brand. You could call it an “elevator 
pitch”, but it’s not what you do, it’s what you are. The brand essence is about your 
brand, not about your company.

For rubic’s cube, it might be because it’s a fun, challenging and social activity.

JS: What about a coffee company? 

DS: Starbucks is not a coffee company. 

JS: Wait, what?!?

DS: Starbucks’ brand essence is about community! If you just go there to get 
coffee, you’re not in the center of their target. They have all ages in a place to 
gather. They have much more than coffee now. The core essence is to be a 
place to gather. 



6 LET’S CHAT: FOUNDINGMOMS.COM/CHAT 

JS: Wait, that could be the brand essence of any restaurant or café.

DS: What I said wasn’t unique enough, so I would add another dimension, where 
everyone feels comfortable. It’s the combination of things. A place to gather for 
everybody. It’s one sentence that is memorable! This is why we can’t remember 
the difference between Staples and Office Depot. 

JS: Let’s do one more. What about a co-working space? I know the co-founders 
wanted this to be communal and not just working quietly. This is true to Logan 
Square. It’s the emotional commitment to this area. 

How would I put this into my brand essence statement? It is this neighborhood’s 
place to be for co-working.

DS: It doesn’t have to be really imaginative, it just has to be really true.  You might 
get chills! This is the brand essence! The two things that come out of your brand 
essence are the brand manifesto, which is a full page that supports the brand 
essence statement. 

A manifesto is a speech that brings the essence to life, similar to a long version 
of a mission statement. You can stand on your pedestal and proclaim it. It can be 
a great recruiting tool for new hires. 

You can write a long form manifesto and your essence could come out of that. 

JS: I now have my brand essence and I have my manifesto, but how is this a 
strategy?

DS: These are all components of a strategy that will help guide you. 

JS: Wait, what do I do with it?

DS: This is a great question. 

JS: Next!
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JS: You now have a brand positioning statement, a brand essence and a brand 
manifesto. You now have components of a strategy.   

DS: This is the way that works best for me. 

I like to gather what I call inputs. Inputs are data (qualitative data). These are the 
building blocks. The building blocks inform the brand positioning and brand 
essence. These are the components of a strategy. When you put all of this 
together you’ll have your strategy. 

BRAND EXPRESSIONS: THE THINGS YOU MAKE TO SHOWCASE 
YOUR BUSINESS.

JS: You’re expressing yourself! 

DS: This is your marketing material, like a landing page for your website. Go 
back to your brand positioning. What makes you special? This is a great thing to 
put on the landing page of your website.

JS: “We’ve been doing fine with our website, we’ve made a few sales, why am I 
going to go back and do all of this work?”

DS: If you’re doing fine, you might do better. You might resonate with people in 
a different way or you might reach new people.

JS: Can you give us an example? 

DS: Big companies are doing this all of the time. There’s a great company called 
Howl of the Moon. They are bars with alcohol and music! They used to be called 
dueling piano bars. They felt like this didn’t cover what they were truly about. 
They wanted to be able to talk about themselves in a way that was consistent.

They had front office people, club office, sales people and they were all talking 
about the same thing, only they were telling the story differently. We’re dueling 
pianos. Wait, we’re music. Wait, we’re a club. We’re the best time.

JS: I love this example! 
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DS: This is why this is so important – you can have everyone on the same page. 

I interview a lot of people (employees) at a company and get lots of data to use 
to create the brand essence. It was a big hit because everyone agreed upon it. 
If the founder is not on board, then it’s wrong. You might be something different 
and you have to embrace the revolution. Everyone loved it. I got this by actively 
listening. 

ACTIVE LISTENING – THIS IS HOW I GOT THERE

JS: Does this work for products and services, even a non-profit? 

DS: Yes, this plan works across the board. 

A lot of businesses need to figure out where to spend their money. Which 
programs should you buy into. Which tools. This plan will help you figure out 
what you need so that you spend money in the right places. 

Gatorade had a really hard brand essence and they were approached by a 
music tour they turned it down because it didn’t line up with their essence.

JS: So, to wrap up. I want to let folks know that strategy is so very important. 
There are a lot of things on your plate. Any last tips to leave us with?

DS: Remember the importance of pausing. Take a minute to go outside. Breathe 
deeply. The creative process needs breaks. Take a break and look at it again 
and you’ll be awesome.

TOP TIP: TAKE A BREAK FROM YOUR WORK
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STRATEGY CLOUD WALK

Imagine you are walking on the clouds, looking down at your business. 
What words come to mind? Fill up the clouds with words that relate to 

your business.



10 LET’S CHAT: FOUNDINGMOMS.COM/CHAT 

BRAND POSITION

Who is your target audience? 

What is the RTB (Reason To Believe) 
or the proof?

Who are your competitors?

What do you wake up each  morning to do?
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ACTIVE LISTENING PRACTICE

Call a friend or ask a customer what they think about a specific part of 

your business. Practice listening and write down what they tell you. DO 

NOT RESPOND, simply ask and write. Do this with three different people. 
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80% FEEDBACK  BRAND ESSENCE

You have walked in the clouds, you have narrowed down your 
scope, now let’s get feedback. Show your brand essence to a few 

trusted friends or customers. Write their feedback below. 



13 LET’S CHAT: FOUNDINGMOMS.COM/CHAT 

THOUGHTS? PUT ‘EM RIGHT HERE:
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