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FOREWORD BY HERMANN DEININGER

What makes an individual move from a mere consumer of 
products to a loyal customer or even a brand ambassador? As 
contemporary marketers, our goal is to secure advocates who 
present our brand for us. 

In this day and age, people don’t care about brands by virtue 
of the fact that they’re merely satisfying. Indeed, in a market 
with healthy competition and high expectations, brands must 
look at what they off er far beyond the product itself. People care 
because some, better than others, create an intense, enduring 
and meaningful sense of connection and emotion that shapes 
their own identity. Th is phenomenon, very much evident in 
fashion, is driven by a deceivingly simple quality: meaning. Th is 
is the added value that can be craft ed and subsequently levera-
ged to endear, convert, or compel the individual to embrace one 
brand over another with more than just a passing whim. Brands 
colour our characters, our stories, our values, and at their very 
essence, our identities, which is why smart brands give people 
something to colour with.

Th e identity-shaping power of brands is amplifi ed by 
 intensity—a sense of dynamism, discovery and, importantly 
for our work at adidas, integrity that reinforces deep meaning. 
Intense brands are those that create experiences that connect 
with people; that reach, touch, and engage the values and attitu-
des of a particular audience. Layering intensity on top of mea-
ning results in cascading word-of-mouth.
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At adidas, we are fortunate to be able to draw upon a wealth 
of diverse and rich artifacts—both past and present. Our story, 
from our heritage and commitment to sport, to our iconic 
sense of style and connection to global pop culture is rooted 
in a humble and open sense of inclusiveness which fosters new 
connections to people daily. Th e lesson implicit in this book is 
how to make this happen; how to make stuff  [and experiences] 
people love to talk about. 

Rather than presenting a how-to on exploiting word-of-
mouth, the authors of Conversational Capital empower you 
with the tools to engineer conversations, from the ground up. 
Th ey lay out a clear path to creating powerful, relevant brands 
that get talked about.

Conversational Capital is a challenge to marketers eve-
rywhere to engage consumers and play a meaningful role in 
their lives. It marks a fundamental schism in the marketing 
world between brands that scream from the rooft ops and those 
that create a meaningful, intense, and sustained connection with 
global citizens. Th is call to arms is universally relevant, whether 
you sell commodifi ed widgets or craft  shoes for bobsledders.

Hermann Deininger
Chief Marketing Offi  cer 
Sport Style
adidas AG
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INTRODUCTION

Th is is a book about why certain brands outperform the compe-
tition. Th rough close observation, we’ve determined how mar-
ket leaders inject intensity into their products and services and 
turn them into experiences that truly matter to consumers. Th is 
is the “stuff ” we refer to on the cover of this book. Th ese highly 
charged experiences provide incendiary fuel for conversations 
that consumers engage in to defi ne who they are. Because they 
have so much identity defi ning and affi  rming signifi cance, hav-
ing the power to shape such experiences is the new Holy Grail 
for businesses bent on leadership. And, like the Holy Grail, it is 
ultimately mysterious and elusive.

Or is it? We’ve written this book because we believe that 
creating such experiences is a process you can infl uence. It’s not 
as mysterious as you may think. It is something you can manage 
through observation, insight, and, most importantly, creativity.

Our belief isn’t just a matter of opinion. It’s rooted in our 
direct experience with one of the biggest conversation-genera-
ting successes of the last quarter century: Cirque du Soleil.

In 2001, Cirque du Soleil  asked us to redesign its website. 
Th e company was already an international live entertainment 
giant. With eight ground-breaking shows running in various 
traveling and permanent installations around the world, Cirque 
had achieved gross annual revenues of over 500 million dollars 
a year and counting. At the time, before user-generated content 
began maximizing the Internet’s potential to create thriving 
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online communities, Cirque already had a fan club boasting 
300,000 dedicated members.

We soon became Cirque’s main marketing communica-
tions agency and have been with the company ever since. Cir-
que du Soleil now has fi ve permanent shows in Las Vegas, one 
in Orlando, one in Macao, and nine shows on tour. Th ey have 
expanded into television, fi lm, music, and, more recently, lifes-
tyle products and experiences. Th eir business keeps growing—
and perhaps the most amazing thing about the company’s 
remarkable evolution into a cultural icon is that it took place 
with almost no mass marketing to support it.

Before we began working on the new site, we had to come 
to terms with just how much the Cirque du Soleil brand meant 
to its fans. Almost everyone who had ever seen a Cirque show 
liked it. Many of them loved it and became repeat fans. Perhaps 
more importantly, a signifi cant number of Cirque fans descri-
bed the shows as life-changing experiences and became brand 
ambassadors, carrying the Cirque torch with them wherever 
they went.

All of this happened without even a nod of recognition to 
how things are supposed to work in conventional marketing 
practice. For decades, the accepted wisdom in industry circles 
has been that brands succeed only if a ton of money is thrown 
in the direction of mass marketing. Want to be noticed? Spend 
big on media. Make sure that television and print ads with a 
simple, easy-to-understand message about your brand get out 
there in front of as many people as possible, over and over and 
over again. Combining maximum reach with maximum fre-
quency is the only way to go.

Except that didn’t happen with Cirque du Soleil  . Instead, the 
company’s success grew organically, through word-of-mouth. 
Cirque is a success because people have taken it to heart, and 
made it part of their own personal narratives—something they 
not only talk about with others, but that also defi nes who they 
are.
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Nothing is more powerful than when consumers make 
your story part of their story. Th is is especially true today, in a 
fragmented media market that’s spilling over with branded 
communication eff orts. Obviously, mass-market communica-
tions can be meaningful and memorable, but it’s getting harder 
than ever to break through the clutter. Even if a breakthrough 
happens, consumers who’ve grown up in the media age view 
“top-down” communication with suspicion and skepticism. 
When a message does succeed in getting across, it carries little 
weight.

Highly charged consumer advocacy through word-of-
mouth communication represents the exact opposite. Unlike 
mass marketing, it’s carried “horizontally” from peer to peer, 
so it has more power and authority. Consumers who believe in 
certain brand experiences and are vocal about their belief are 
the carriers. Like a virus, it spreads on contact fast.

Over the last several years, we’ve observed that, like Cirque 
du Soleil, the best products and experiences owe their success 
to word-of-mouth communication.

Data from a recent study by Th e London School of Eco-
nomics titled “Advocacy Drives Growth” makes this clear. Th e 
study was conducted in the U.K., but its fi ndings have universal 
implications. It found that positive word-of-mouth predicted 
sales growth for retail banks, car manufacturers, mobile phone 
networks, and supermarkets. It also revealed that companies 
with higher levels of word-of-mouth advocacy grew faster than 
their competitors and generated greater sales.1

Word-of-mouth is valuable currency. Like any currency, we 
believe that its value can be managed. Build it properly and you 
have an asset that increases the value of your brand. Ignore it or 
spend it unwisely and you have a liability—even if you’ve inves-
ted millions above the line.

1 Marsden , P., Samson , A., and Upton , N. “Advocacy Drives Growth.” Brand 
Strategy. Nov/Dec 2005.
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Because word-of-mouth advocacy is organic and democra-
tic and because consumers control so much of its power, it can 
appear scary and unpredictable to marketers. It shouldn’t be. 
What we’ve seen, time and again, is that positive word-of-mouth 
happens when a certain number of key factors are present in a 
brand story. We call these factors the engines of Conversatio-
nal Capital. By becoming aware of and managing these engines 
properly, you can turn Conversational Capital into a toolbox 
that builds value into your product or service.

People are talking. We’re writing this because we want you 
and your brand to be part of the conversation.

WE’RE COMMITTING SUICIDE HERE

We’re advertising people, yet, in stumbling upon Con-
versational Capital, we have unearthed a truth about 
the branding process that boots the cornerstone of our 
business right out from under us. Th e discomfi ting thing 
about Conversational Capital is this: When word-of-
mouth works well, traditional advertising and design 
become much less important. When the engines of 
Conversational Capital are built into your consumption 
experience, positive word-of-mouth is likely to follow. 
So we’re stuck with a quandary: Do we spill the beans 
or shut our mouths and keep billing for the same old 
same old?

Too bad—Mom always told us to share.
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NO, NEVER MIND: WE’RE TOO LAZY!

On second thought, self-immolation requires too much 
energy. Th e truth is, advertising people are lazy by nature 
(otherwise, we’d be novelists, nuclear physicists, or what-
ever). Th e second truth about Conversational Capital is 
that it makes our jobs easier because it turns consumer 
experiences into tight, compelling stories. And the better 
the story, the simpler it is to write a great brief, come 
up with a killer strategy, and produce award-winning 
creative.

So let’s work on that story together. It may be 
against our essential nature, but we’ll do the heavy lift ing 
(promise).

EXCUSE ME, BUT YOU’RE CALLING A LITTLE LATE

We consider ourselves storytellers by trade. We take 
your consumer experience and distill it into a narrative 
that’s relevant to your target market. Most of the time, 
however, clients call us too late. By the time they do, 
they come to us with products and experiences that are 
already designed and with fully developed stories. And 
those stories…well, sometimes they’re not as compelling 
as they could be. It’s the curse of our business. Conversa-
tional Capital enables us to rework with you the narra-
tive that informs your consumer experience, and it helps 
make that story one that people want to tell.

So, we don’t have to spend a lot of time turning the 
sow’s ears into silk purses.
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Is this just another book about word-of-mouth?

We don’t think so. Although this book acknowledges the 
fundamental importance of word-of-mouth in today’s 
economy, it goes further than anything we’ve read in des-
cribing why and how word-of-mouth happens in the fi rst 
place.

We think most people will agree, but this book is not 
intended as a closed discussion. We know there are intel-
ligent and perceptive doubters and nay-sayers out there, 
and we welcome their points of view. Conversation about 
Conversational Capital can and will extend outside of 
this book!

Find out what other people are saying and tell us what 
you think at www.conversationalcapital.com.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

  When products and services become intense experien-• 
ces, something powerful happens. Th ey become fuel for 
conversations that consumers engage in to defi ne who 
they are.

  Th at process turns brands into market leaders. More • 
importantly, what we’ve observed about market leaders 
like Cirque du Soleil and others tells why and how it 
happens.

  Turning that process into something you can manage • 
and control is what this book is about.

SUMMING UP

www.conversationalcapital.com
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By studying the activities of category-defi ning brands2 such as 
Cirque du Soleil , Apple , adidas , Red Bull , IKEA , method clean-
ing products , and many others, we’ve come up with a series of 
observations that can help generate and spread positive word-
of-mouth. 

We call these observations Conversational Capital  , and 
they’re not just limited to big brand names and international 
marketers. Some of the world’s best word-of-mouth examples 
are small, local success stories—such as Schwartz’ s, a much-
loved Montréal smoked meat restaurant, or an independent 
artist with a video on YouTube.

What they all have in common is that they are fully 
endorsed by consumers who share their enthusiasm with their 
peers. Because word-of-mouth is peer-mediated, it has more 
authority—this much we know already. However, what Conver-
sational Capital reveals to us is why peers talk about an experi-
ence to their friends, families, and coworkers.

Th e short answer is that the   experience means something to 
them. Th is is our fi rst major insight. When consumers discover 
something meaningful in a consumption experience, they are 
prepared to make the consumption story their own.

Th is naturally leads to our second major insight. For some 
time now, marketers have talked about how brands have become 

01.

WHAT IS CONVERSATIONAL CAPITAL?

2 All words highlighted in bold italic in this book are defi ned in the Glossary and 
are more extensively discussed in the Blog on www.conversationalcapital.com.

www.conversationalcapital.com
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identity markers. What our observations about word-of-mouth 
tell us is something more: Stories about consumption experi-
ences have become identity shapers. 

Today’s consumers are increasingly developing their own 
personal narratives, creating and recreating identities for 
themselves. What they consume and how they consume it are 
important parts of that identity-shaping process. Consumption 
experiences are substories that they incorporate into their own 
narratives—the stories they tell that defi ne who they are and 
how they relate to the world. Th e more intense and meaningful 
the substories are, the more likely they are to become part of the 
larger, personal story. 

We call our series of observations Conversational Capital 
because this storytelling process is a form of powerful currency 
that transforms the relationship between brand experiences 
and consumers. In this new type of transaction, marketers pro-
vide consumers valuable conversational currency by success-
fully delivering outstanding and meaningful experiences that 
help consumers defi ne who they are and where they   stand. In 
return, consumers talk positively about certain experiences 
and, by extension, increase their value. 

You’ve encountered the process many times. We’ve all met 
people who like to talk about their consumption experiences 
(some at greater length than others). Rather than merely fi ll-
ing gaps in conversation, they are, in essence, talking about 
themselves. By saying how much they enjoyed Virgin Atlantic ’s 
Upper Class service or how delicious Pastis ’ oysters are, they 
actually convey that they are interesting jet-setters.

Th is may all sound very esoteric, but how esoteric can we be? 
We’re marketers! So, as marketers naturally do, we’ve broken our 
insights down into an easy-to-understand list of eight “engines” 
of Conversational Capital: Rituals, Exclusive Product Off ering, 
Myths, Relevant Sensory Oddity, Icons, Tribalism, Endorse-
ment, and Continuity. When some or all of these engines are 
incorporated into your experience, the result is Conversational 
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Capital—fuel for stories consumers want to spread to others, 
the   most valuable currency any marketer could hope for. 

WE ARE TOTALLY UNORIGINAL 

It would be monumentally pretentious of us to claim 
that we’ve invented anything new with   Conversational 
Capital. Conversational Capital has been happening for 
years. We’ve just given it a name. Great entrepreneurs, 
such as Cirque du Soleil ’s Guy Laliberté, have been living 
by it intuitively long before we came on to the scene. Th is 
book is merely the outcome of trying to understand what 
the truly original have done well already.

So, we’re not exactly innovative. Can we still make 
the claim that we are humble?

  Consumers are likely to become vocal, committed advo-• 
cates of a consumer experience when it means some-
thing to them. If they fi nd the story or brand is telling 
them something meaningful, they tend to make it part 
of their own personal narratives.

  Personal stories are currency in the modern world. • 
Consumers rely on them to defi ne themselves and pro-
ject themselves to others. When a brand story becomes 
part of that currency, the brand’s value increases expo-
nentially. Th at’s the “capital” part of Conversational 
Capital. 

SUMMING UP
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What is the value of Conversational Capital to your 
business?

You may already wonder what Conversational Capital 
has to do with you. Th e answer is that it provides insi-
ght into what makes brands have more of an impact and 
what makes them more memorable across every fi eld 
of business activity. At this stage, it may sound esoteric, 
which is why we dig deeper in the following chapters.

We believe our fi ndings are universal. Do you agree or 
disagree? 

Please let us know at www.conversationalcapital.com.

What are you guys talking about?

Th roughout this book, we use terms that may be confu-
sing or unclear. To a certain extent, this may result from 
the fact that we are sailing uncharted waters. Following is 
a helpful list of terms to make some of the concepts more 
clear:

  Salience• —What do we mean when we speak of 
salience? It’s not a term we’ve used to sound intellectual. 
Th e Oxford English Dictionary defi nes salience as indi-
cating that which is “the most noticeable or important.” 
In our view, brands and the experiences they render 
derive their power from salience—from being noticea-
ble and important by virtue of the fact that they hold 
deep meaning for individuals.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

www.conversationalcapital.com
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  Resonance• —Resonance occurs when sound vibrates 
more deeply. Resonant experiences are those that strike 
a deeper chord with consumers because they provoke 
us to explore, think, act, and talk. Th ey have residual 
value.

  Residual value• —Interactions typical of Conversatio-
nal Capital demonstrate residual value—that is, a qua-
lity of being at the forefront of thought even aft er the 
immediate encounter ends. Th at value is leveraged as 
a currency in the form of conversations that color the 
identities of their participants.
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IBM, 40
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Icons, 11, 107
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buildings, 108
Cirque du Soleil, 20
IKEA, 27
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people, 108
physical geography, 109
product design, 110-111
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Icons, 111
Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 103
IKEA, 3, 53

Initiation, 73
process of Conversational 

Capital, 23-29
implementing Conversational 

Capital, 136-137, 153-158
improvement, 157
improvisational exercises, 150
Infant Jesus, 107
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Initiation, 9, 69-74

Rituals, 16
Schwartz’s, 30

Innocent Drinks
Continuity, 130
Myths, 93
Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 103
insight, generating, 144-145
interaction, valuing, 46
interactive media, 104

internal data, auditing, 138-140
Internet, Tribalism, 116
iPods, 10. See also Apple

Tribalism, 120
iTunes, Exclusive Product Off ering 

(EPO), 78, 82

J
Jeeps, 46
Jesus Christ, 107
Jobs, Steve, 149
Johnson, Robert, 97
Jones Soda

Exclusive Product Off ering 
(EPO), 79

Over-delivery, 87
Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 102
Juicing the Orange, How to Turn 

Creativity into a Powerful Business 
Advantage, 47
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K-Mart, 112
Kamprad, Ingvar, 23, 28
Kangol caps, 56
karaoke-equipped Jeeps, 46
Kassner, Johannes, 110
Kellogg’s cereals, 10

Myths, 94
Kellogg, Keith, 10
Kettle chips, Relevant Sensory 

Oddity (RSO), 103
KitchenAid mixers, 10
Koopman, Sjoerd, xiii-xiv
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Lee’s Doughnuts, Initiation, 74
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Macintosh, 11
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MacLuhan, Marshall, 162
manipulating time, 149
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mass-media communications, 

saliency of, 37
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Method cleaning products, 3
Meyer, Christopher, 58
MGM Grand Hotel, 65
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Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 100
Microsoft , 10

Word, over-delivery, 88
MINI Cooper

Exclusive Product Off ering 
(EPO), 79

Icons, 110
Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 101
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Mister Clean, 11
Moleskine, 56
moments, 57
monitoring, 155
Monroe, Marilyn, 108
Moore, John, 47
Moss, Stephen, 28
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Myths, 10, 91-97

Cirque du Soleil, 19
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Neanderthals, 63
need, spotting unfulfi lled, 150
negative word-of-mouth, 113, 143
Neiman Marcus, Exclusive Product 

Off ering (EPO), 81
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Icons in, 109
New York Times, Th e, 66, 110
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Nike, Endorsement, 123
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(EPO), 80
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(RSO), 100
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Exclusive Product Off ering 

(EPO), 80
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Orwell, George, 39
Over-delivery, 85-88
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packaged goods, Rituals, 67
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Palmer, Arnold, 81
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pedometers in Special K, 46
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Pinkberry, Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 103
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point-of-sale trials, 38
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poutine au fois gras, 86
Pret A Manger
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Myths, 93
Over-delivery, 86
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Private Label Swiff er 
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problem points, auditing, 139
processions, 17
process of Conversational Capital

Cirque du Soleil, 16
Continuity, 22
Endorsement, 21
EPO, 17-18
Icons, 20
Myths, 19
Over-delivery, 18
Rituals, 16-17
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Tribalism, 21
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quality of products, 129
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over-delivery, 86
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Icons, 110
Myths, 94
Over-delivery, 87

references, multiplying cultural, 148
Regent Hotel, Exclusive Product 

Off ering (EPO), 80
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resonance, 7
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Over-delivery, 87
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Rosser Reeves, 78
RSO (Relevant Sensory 

Oddity), 11, 39, 72, 99-105
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Schwartz’s, 31
Virgin Atlantic, 49
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sales force training, 38
salience, 6
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Samson, A., xix
satisfaction
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customers, auditing, 138-140

Schwager, André, 58
Schwartz’s, 3, 36, 53

Initiation, 71
process of Conversational 
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Seinfeld, 67
Senn, Fred, 47
senses, auditing, 139
Seven for All Mankind, 117
SID LEE, x-xi
silence, 143
Singapore Airlines, rituals, 66
Skyloft s, 65

Continuity, 129
Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 100
slogans, 127
Smart cars, Relevant Sensory 

Oddity (RSO), 100
smoked meat, 3, 29-32
solutions, action plans, 143-151
Soup Nazi, Th e, 67
Special K, 46
standardization, 162
Starbucks, 47-48

Exclusive Product Off ering 
(EPO), 78

Starck, Philippe, 11, 101
status quo, challenging, 149
story. See also Myths

auditing, 140
creativity, exercising, 146

Super Wal-Mart, 27
sweet spot, the, 143
Swiff er, 111

Continuity, 129
symbols, 109. See also icons

T
talking the talk and walking 

the walk, 48
Tang, 55
Target, 112
Taurine, 94
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experience, 138
Running the Economic 

Reality, 155
Tic Tacs, Rituals, 67
Tiff any, Rituals, 66
time, manipulating, 149
Tipping Point, Th e, 115, 124
TIVO, 48
Toyota, Exclusive Product 

Off ering (EPO), 79
Tribalism, 11, 115-121

Cirque du Soleil, 21
Schwartz’s, 30

True Religion, 117
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unique selling proposition 

(USP), 78
Upper Class service (Virgin 

Atlantic), 49
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Upton, N., xix
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Icons, 111
Relevant Sensory Oddity 

(RSO), 102
Tribalism, 117
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