
AVOIDING
CRITICAL MARKETING

ERRORS

Richard D. Czerniawski
C o - a u t h o r  o f  C R E A T I N G  B R A N D  L O Y A LT Y  a n d  C O M P E T I T I V E  P O S I T I O N I N G

to S m a r t 
M a r k e t i n g

H O W  T O  G O
F R O M  D U M B



Copyright © 2019 by Richard D. Czerniawski

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 

or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 

photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, without the prior written 

permission of the author.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warrant: While the publisher and 

author have used their best efforts in preparing this book, they make no 

representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness 

of the contents of this book and specifi cally disclaim any implied warranties 

of merchantability or fi tness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be 

created or extended by sales representatives or written sales materials. The 

advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. 

Neither the publisher or author shall be liable for any loss of profi t or any 

other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, 

consequential, or other damages.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Czerniawski, Richard D. 

AVOIDING CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS: How to Go from Dumb 

to Smart Marketing/ Richard D. Czerniawski

Includes index.

Library of Congress Control Number:2019910961

ISBN: 978-1-7332608-0-0 Paperback

ISBN: 978-1-7332608-1-7 Hardcover

ISBN: 978-1-7332608-2-4 E-book

Brand Development Network International



iii

PRAISE for 

AVOIDING CRITICAL 

MARKETING ERRORS: 

How to Go from Dumb to Smart Marketing 

Richard is at the very top of the list when it comes to people who can help someone understand 
how to be a great marketer. He has the best insights of anyone I have ever met on what it takes 
to prepare your brand or business to be highly competitive. Pay attention to what he says, and 
challenge yourself to follow through on it, and your business will perform. So, be smart and 
study what he has to say. You will be all the better for it—I know it has helped me tremendously! 

Kurt Kane, 

EVP Chief Concept & Marketing Offi cer, The Wendy’s Company

Richard is the godfather of marketing excellence. Having worked alongside him for clients like 
Bristol-Myers Squibb and J&J, I have seen fi rsthand how he can transform a room, contest an 
undifferentiated brand strategy, or super-charge a mediocre creative campaign. In AVOIDING 
CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS: How to Go from Dumb to Smart Marketing, Richard 
courageously exposes the unfettered truth about ill-advised strategies, missed targeting and 
mundane creative campaigns, among other marketing errors. Yet, he does so with the irresistible 
charm and wit of a generous mentor. This book will make you laugh at outrageous gaffes, 
wince in recognition of your own mistakes, learn how to avoid marketing traps, and most 
importantly, put your brand on a bullet train headed straight for brand loyalty. 

Robin Shapiro, 

Global President, TBWA/WORLDHEALTH

Every business needs smarter businesspeople if it is to drive growth profi tably in the absolute and 
versus competition.  Marketers need to acknowledge and accept responsibility for the competitive 
and economic implications of their performance on the ultimate success of the company and 
their brand.  Richard Czerniawski’s book AVOIDING CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS: 
How to Go from Dumb to Smart Marketing is the de facto tool for all marketers to get smart(er) 



AVOIDING CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS

iv

so they may elevate their business impact! This book contains extremely practical guidance from 
a master practitioner in the fi eld of marketing excellence. 

Ben Cook, 

President, Acumen Learning

There are good books, better ones and delighters. In this delighter, Richard reminds us vividly 
that marketing, now more than ever, has a critical role to play to generate impact and lasting 
results. From covering the fundamentals, to challenging our views and evolving our thinking, 
it sheds laser light on the marketing reality we face every day. Avoiding those critical mistakes 
is not only about gaining an edge; it is about the survival and growth of marketing, which you 
will experience by reading further! 

Didier Devaud, 

Vice President Global Marketing and Education iTero, Align Technology

Richard Czerniawski continues to challenge our way of thinking and address common 
misperceptions about marketing and the value marketers can add to organizations in this smart 
book. Smart marketing is smart business. Richard pushes us to take a much more disciplined 
approach in terms of how we practice marketing. He identifi es those all-too-frequently-committed 
critical marketing errors. Importantly, he shares universal principles and best practices that 
all organizations should adopt and implement to make their marketing activities link directly 
to business objectives and results. Now, everyone can do smart marketing. 

Rafael Chan, 

Chief Commercial Offi cer, New World Medical, Inc.

Richard Czerniawski’s book is a must-read for marketers and senior leaders alike.  He sagely 
makes the case that marketing is underutilized as a revenue growth driver due to narrow 
thinking and critical marketing errors of omission and commission. As a senior leader, 
who has driven several major marketing-centric business transformations, I can attest that 
Richard’s focus on genuine marketing excellence delivers the incremental sales impact, ROI 
and accountability that everyone in the organization should demand. Now you can demand 
and achieve more from your marketing with this smart book. 

Peter Valenti, 

Division President, Hologic, Inc.

Businesses face  extreme  pressures for growth today due to fi erce competition and extra- 
ordinary focus on the short-term. Sadly, marketing, which has the potential to make a crucial 
difference, is not fully appreciated. At times, marketing is driven by unenlightened leadership, 
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poorly trained marketers, or tactical thinking. Marketers can err in not doing the right things; 
or in doing the right things but not in the most effective way to drive sales. Richard Czerniawski 
shares practical advice on avoiding critical marketing errors. And, importantly, he identifi es 
what marketers should do and how to do it correctly to actually grow brands, even in the face 
of today’s intense competition. 

Bill Weintraub, 

Professor at the University of Colorado, previously Chief Marketing Offi cer at 

Kellogg Company, Tropicana, Coors Brewing Company

Richard Czerniawski surgically cuts to the bone in his diagnosis of why and where your 
marketing is failing to stay relevant today. While we are inundated with more data and tools, 
marketers overlook doing critically important things and/or do them incorrectly. Warren 
Buffet, 3G Capital and zero-based budgeting demand more accountability, and we need to rise 
to that challenge to remain relevant. Richard shows you how to restore marketing relevance by 
‘avoiding critical marketing errors’ and adopting smart marketing. 

David M. Bryla, 

Chief Executive Offi cer, WasteZone

Richard Czerniawski challenges marketing mindsets and practices to reveal critical marketing 
errors that snatch defeat from the jaws of victory in creating winning brands. This is a no-
nonsense book with practical advice and plenty of examples on doing smart marketing from 
a successful, veteran marketer. Richard reveals proven principles, best practices and quality 
processes that will benefi t all marketers, regardless of experience level or sector, on making your 
marketing matter more. 

Santosh Chaturvedi, 

VP, New Products Planning & Portfolio Strategy, Global Oncology, EMD Serono

A century and a half ago, John Wanamaker, founder of the department store in Philadelphia 
bearing his name, famously said, “Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is, 
I don’t know which half.” This wasted half is dumb marketing, and it goes beyond advertising. 
Richard Czerniawski identifi es what is dumb and why, and he shares insights into how we can 
avoid or fi x these mistakes and, importantly, how to embrace “smart,” regardless of business sector 
or category. AVOIDING CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS is a must-read for any professional 
responsible for getting the most out of their marketing budget and delivering line-of-sight sales to 
strategies and initiatives essential to accelerating growth in today’s competitive marketplace. 

Tom Hayden, 

Lecturer, Department of Integrated Marketing Communications, Northwestern 

University, formerly Executive Vice President and Director, Bozell Worldwide
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In this matchless book, Richard Czerniawski draws on his nearly 50 years of experience 
transforming marketing for leading global brands, and he pinpoints why so many marketers 
fail to get it right. His generous insights will raise the courageous marketer to a new level of skill 
and, more importantly, results. This book is a dream come true for the marketer who’s ready 
to have an honest, critical look at how they do things and to take concrete steps to refi ne and 
improve their marketing abilities. Any smart marketer should read this book—fast. 

Gilberto Dalesio, 

Chief Commercial Offi cer, SIFI

Richard Czerniawski is a master marketer who leverages his signifi cant experience and expertise 
to drive home what not to do and skillfully pinpoints what to do to make your marketing matter 
more. AVOIDING CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS is a captivating, thought provoking 
and insightful guide to marketing effectively in today’s changing marketplace. Experienced or 
not, this book will sharpen your saw and propel your ability to deliver results.  

Lisa Tollman, 

Executive Director, Amgen

This book is a must-read for those marketers who are truly committed to making a measurable 
and meaningful impact on their business. The lessons Richard Czerniawski shares from his 
vast experience spanning industries and geographies are universal, so you’ll feel he’s talking 
just to you. More importantly, applying the know-how found within its pages will empower 
you to drive incremental business growth to demonstrate marketing’s and your value to the 
organization. Read this book to take on a more signifi cant role in marketing your brand! 

Nikki Sidi, 

Vice President, Global Strategic Marketing, Johnson & Johnson Vision
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Introduction

AVOIDING CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS:
How to Go from Dumb to Smart Marketing

We recognized early on that very smart people do very dumb things, and 
we wanted to know why and who, so that we could avoid them.

Charlie Munger, investing partner of Warren Buffett

We try more to profi t from always remembering the 
obvious than from grasping the esoteric.

It is remarkable how much long-term advantage people like us have 
gotten by trying to be consistently not stupid, instead of 

trying to be very intelligent.
Charlie Munger, investing partner of Warren Buffett

Marketing is too important to be ignored and/or left to people who 
don’t know what they are doing.

Richard Czerniawski

An investment banker was asked why marketing is under-represented 

on corporate boards. (Only 2 to 3% of board members are former 

marketers.) His answer was that marketers are “tactical.” But there’s more to 

it than failing to be perceived as “strategic.” It really has to do with marketers 

not being accountable for linking their marketing with sales results (and 

stock performance). Marketing is not providing a clear line of sight in driving 

sales outcomes. That’s not smart. In fact, it’s dumb marketing!

There are a number of reasons why marketing is failing to manifest itself. 

The late Peter Drucker, the father of modern management, proposes it is one 
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of the two most important functions in the organization. He says, “Because 

the purpose of business is to create a customer, the business enterprise has 

two, and only two, basic functions: marketing and innovation. Marketing and 

innovation produce results; all the rest are costs.” Hmmm, how curious. Most 

organizations view marketing as a cost center as opposed to a producer of 

results. 

It appears that marketing has lost its place in the world in “creating custom-

ers” AND in “producing results.” Our marketing doesn’t appear to generate 

impact, as in generating predictable, incremental sales with highly attractive 

ROI results. The failure to marry marketing with outcomes is why market-

ing support budgets are cut deeply and frequently. The ignorance of proven 

principles and a failure to adopt best practices and quality processes are at 

the root of the decline of marketing preeminence and relevance. It’s poor 

marketing. Those slip-ups, oversights and lack of predictability of market-

ing results contribute to retarding versus optimizing brand and corporate 

performance. To Charlie Munger’s and my (and I hope your) way of think-

ing, that’s being and doing “dumb.” Let’s acknowledge it so we may progress.

AVOIDING CRITICAL MARKETING ERRORS: How to Go from Dumb to 
Smart Marketing will confront critical marketing errors—those grave blun-

ders, slip-ups and missteps, both of omission and commission, that not only 

lead to underperformance (versus potential) but threaten brand survival. 

Importantly, this book addresses what all marketers, at every level, need to do 

to achieve smart marketing so that it matters where it counts: in the market-

place. I will reveal what comprises and contributes to dumb marketing and 

provide guidance in the form of an Rx (the healthcare symbol for prescrip-

tion, although much of this is directional), to show how to avoid and fi x 

marketing mistakes and instead create marketing that lives up to professor 

Drucker’s view of the role of marketing. 

The book is divided into three sections. The fi rst section, “Situational 

Awareness,” identifi es what is shaping the marketing environment and the 

leadership role marketing must assume to address it. The second section, 

“Critical Marketing Errors,” tackles 10 critical marketing errors. These are 

mega-errors that have a profound impact on brand sales and market share 

performance, such as not having a brand or campaign idea. Each chapter 

also identifi es the myriad of errors that contribute to undermining marketing 
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effectiveness at best, and derailing or rending marketing ineffective at worst, 

such as an incomplete profi le of the target customer. The third section, 

“Additional Practices for Smart Marketing,” will offer suggestions on how to 

make the pursuit of marketing excellence a practice that can give birth to 

reality.

Please note, the proven principles, best practices and quality processes 

shared in this book are universal in nature. Your sector (e.g., pharmaceuti-

cal, consumer, medical device, fi nancial, services, etc.), your category, your 

brand and your geography don’t matter. I’ve attempted to include examples 

from a myriad of sectors and categories to show what “smart” looks like. Use 

it as a model for your marketing, but certainly feel free to think for yourself 

when applying what you learn to your brand and situation. However, and 

this is a strong however, if you are going to choose to ignore or dismiss any of 

what is offered, make sure you have a sound reason for it and check to make 

absolutely certain that what you do is truly working for you. When something 

is working, it generates predictable, incremental outcomes.

My intention is not to offend. It’s not in my nature, nor do I take pleasure 

in doing so. However, I do want to provoke marketers and their organiza-

tions to appreciate that there’s so much more to learn about doing market-

ing correctly, so we may utilize it more fully and realize its value. So, consider 

any of my provocations as serving the same role as the keisaku—a fl at wooden 

stick used in Zen meditation. It is used to strike the meditator to reinvigorate 

and awaken one suffering from fatigue or monkey mind (a mind that is not 

focused but fi lled with random thoughts). Just like the keisaku’s strike does 

not, nor is it intended to, hurt, I hope my provocations will awaken you to 

being and doing more with marketing. 

David Packard, of Hewlett-Packard, stated, “Marketing is too important 

to be left to the marketing people.” I’d like to restate his statement: Market-

ing is too important to be ignored and/or left to people who don’t know 

what they are doing. This book reveals critical marketing mistakes and how 

to avoid and/or fi x them. It also shares how to do your marketing so it will 

matter more. It is not intended for those marketers who believe they have 

it all fi gured out and think there’s nothing else to learn or improve upon. 

Those marketers live in the land of (dis)illusion and, if they are lucky, they 
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will someday mature and wake up to learn that one can always go deeper and 

do better, no matter how good you are or think you are. 

Instead, this book is intended for marketing professionals and organiza-

tions who recognize there’s ample opportunity for continuous development. 

In the words of Stephen Covey, they are interested in “sharpening their saw” 

to create true “marketing excellence” as defi ned by creating brand loyalty 

and generating positive, line-of-sight impact on sales in the marketplace 

from their strategies and initiatives. You have the smarts and resources to do 

smart, even brilliant, marketing. This book will shine the light in making you 

aware of what’s needed to get there. Now, it’s up to you to make it happen.
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SITUATIONAL 

AWARENESS

According to Wikipedia, situational awareness (SA) is “the 

perception of environmental elements and events with respect to 

time or space, the comprehension of their meaning, and the projection 

of their future status.” Furthermore, they state, “Lacking or inadequate 

situational awareness has been identifi ed as one of the primary factors 

in accidents attributed to human error.” 

The purpose of this situational awareness section is to highlight 

where a product, brand or company stands in the context of its envi-

ronment: both internal and external. It’s about knowing what is going 

on around your brand and comprehending what it takes to market it 

successfully. Importantly, it addresses factors that affect state of being, 

health and competitiveness of your marketing. This situational aware-

ness comprises two rather brief chapters. Together, they address how 

and why the marketing function and you, the marketer, are losing rele-

vance. My dream is to restore its, and your, proper role in the life of the 

brand and business enterprise.

• Chapter 1: Why Your Marketing Budget Gets Cut

• Chapter 2: In Defense of (Smart) Marketing
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Chapter 1

WHY YOUR MARKETING 

BUDGET GETS CUT

Here’s a straightforward and simple question: Does your marketing 

budget get cut? You may be muttering to yourself, “Are you serious? Of 

course, it gets cut!” Well, not to make you feel better, but you’re not alone. 

Virtually all our clients, from leading companies throughout the world, 

experience budget cuts as early as February in the new calendar year (or in 

the second month of their fi scal year). Often, their budgets are cut multiple 

times throughout the year. It seems that cutting marketing budgets is a 

common and somewhat predictable practice of senior managers.

This raises the question: Why does your marketing budget get cut? Why 

do senior leaders focus so intently on cost-cutting and are quick to shave 

and slash your budget (repeatedly!)? To answer these questions, it might be 

a good idea to determine what’s more critical to managing the short-term 

bottom line: growing one dollar (euro, yuan, yen, real, ruble or whatever 

your currency is) of sales or cutting marketing’s budget by the same amount. 

What do you think?

If you are like the vast majority of marketers, to answer this question, you 

chose “growth.” Sadly, if you did, you chose wrong!

The correct answer is “cutting a dollar of ‘marketing’ spending.” This was 

brought home to me by Ben Cook, President of Acumen Learning. How can 

this possibly be so? Let’s examine it. We’ll start with two columns: “grow” and 

“cut.”

• A dollar of sales has “cost of goods sold” (COGS) associated with it. 

COGS include materials and manufacturing costs, to name a few. The 

percentage amount varies by industry and company within a given 
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industry. Average COGS in the US is about 55%, or 55 cents out of 

every dollar. Therefore, in the “grow” column, we deduct 55 cents. 

There is no COGS associated with cutting the marketing budget. So, 

in the grow case, we have 45 cents remaining, but in the cut column, 

we still have our precious dollar. 

• However, there will be additional expenses associated with the sale. 

After all, there will be sales personnel, sales commissions, distribution 

costs, marketing-related costs for advertising, promotions, medical 

congresses and the like. We, therefore, need to consider what is known 

as sales, general and administration (SG&A) expenses. Again, this 

percentage of the dollar will vary by industry and company. However, 

the average is 25 to 30%. We’ll deduct 25% or an additional 25 cents 

in the grow column. So, now the marketer has 20 cents remaining 

from that initial one dollar of sales. 

Regarding the cutting of marketing’s budget, do we have SG&A 

expenses to contend with? The answer is a most defi nite YES! We 

still have the personnel, distribution centers and the like. However, 

our senior managers achieved their positions by being very savvy 

businesspeople who know how to manage the bottom line with a 

life-or-death mentality. To avoid SG&A, they reorganize by cutting (I 

guess the word is “displacing”) all kinds of people in the organization, 

among other cuts. I’ll bet you’re quite familiar with reorganizations. 

It seems they occur every 2 to 3 years or so. Consequently, there are 

no SG&A expenses, as the company removes them from this line item.

• We should also account for taxes. In the US, the corporate tax rate at 

this writing is now 21% (down from a whopping 35%). Accordingly, we 

need to deduct roughly another 4 cents in the grow column, leaving 

us with 16 cents on the dollar for revenue. By cutting marketing’s 

budget $1.00, we reduce what we keep by 21 cents, leaving us with 79 

cents profi t after tax. Cutting the marketing budget brings nearly 5 

times more to the bottom line than growing sales $1.00. This is why 

marketing’s budget, specifi cally your budget for building your brand, 

gets cut.
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Here’s what it looks like:

“Grow” 
Sales

“Cut” 
Marketing

$1.00 $1.00
Cost of Goods Sold (55%) (0.55) $0.00
Gross Profi t $0.45 $1.00

Sales, General and Admin (25%) (0.25) $0.00
Profi t before Taxes $0.20 $1.00

Taxes (21%) (0.04) $0.21
Profi t after Taxes $0.16 $0.79

Now you understand why management will ruthlessly cut your marketing 

budget. It is to preserve profi tability and cash when times get tough or when 

brands aren’t performing as expected and demanded. 

What does this tell us? 

• Unless you can generate nearly $5.00 in growth for every dollar you 

spend in the example above, it would be better for the CMO (chief 

marketing offi cer) to cut spending to achieve the immediate bottom-

line profi t goals for the company. If the CMO doesn’t do it, then the 

CEO (chief executive offi cer) will, with or without the urging of the 

CFO (chief fi nancial offi cer).

• It is also important to keep in mind that unless we can demonstrate 

what a dollar of spending will return in incremental sales growth, 

ROI and profi t, then these marketing support funds are vulnerable to 

budget cutting regardless of whether they are for consumer or retail 

promotions, advertising, KOL development or medical congresses.

• We need to choose marketing mix elements and launch tactics that 

not only have a line-of-sight link to sales but will serve to accelerate 
growth rates.
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• Also, if we cannot demonstrate any of the things mentioned above, 

then marketing will be rightly perceived by those senior managers in 

the organization as a cost, and we marketers will be judged by them as 

not being smart businesspeople.

Nothing I’m sharing here dismisses the importance of real growth. Push-

ing the cost-cutting narrative too far could lead to compromising the long-

term viability of the brand and organization. It could lead to compromising 

product quality, market share and, most importantly, the company’s brand 

and reputation. Senior leaders need to recognize the need to strike an essen-

tial and delicate balance between driving revenue growth while containing 

costs, maintaining operating effi ciencies and managing the budget. 

Tom Peters makes clear the need for growth in his book The Circle of Inno-
vation: You Can’t Shrink Your Way to Greatness. Growth is essential to the health 

and survival of the company. When we grow our brands, we generate cash to 

fund new revenue-producing assets, such as new products. It also fuels the 

value of the company to stockholders and helps attract favorable fi nancing. 

The growth of the company will also serve to attract talent. Everyone wants to 

work with a company or manage a brand that is growing. Life is just sweeter 

all around, as are the rewards, both fi nancial and psychological, for everyone 

associated with a growing brand and company.

Instead, I’m establishing the case for you, the marketer, to understand 

what it takes to make your marketing relevant and to maintain or, better 

yet, to attract marketing support funding so you may serve your customers 

better than your competitors. Know what you need to do and prove to senior 

management that your actions will generate healthy, profi table, predictable 

incremental sales growth. However, you can’t do that if your marketing is 

dumb. 

By the way, this is no different than what senior management has to 

achieve and demonstrate to stockholders. Dividends are rewards for growth, 

and stockholders like to receive them. However, if the money to be paid out 

as dividends could earn for the company and, in turn, for the stockholders 

more than they could get investing elsewhere, then it would be in the stock-

holders’ best interest, and that of the company, to reinvest the funds in the 
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business (e.g., investing in product development, launch initiatives, hiring of 

talent, expanding operations, and so forth). It’s that simple.

Likewise, if you can demonstrate that spending in support for your brand’s 

strategies and initiatives will generate more profi t than cutting the same 

funding, you will get what you need. Marketers not only compete outside 

the company, but when it comes to receiving marketing support funds, we 

compete internally as well. Management will support those businesses with 

the most promising growth prospects and favorable returns. They will put 

their money to work funding sectors, brands, initiatives and tactics that will 

give them the most proven bang for their investment.

If we do not know the sales impact and ROI from our marketing support 

programs, then we are not managing the business. Instead, the business is 

leading us! Marketing errors, whether they are errors of omission or commis-

sion, undermine the value of our assets, dampen productivity, reduce poten-

tial for growth and lead to cuts in resources (marketing budgets). Both errors 

of omission and commission are indicative of marketing that is not very smart. 

They erode the relevance of marketing and marketers, limiting our access to 

resources, both in the immediate and long term, to create brand loyalty.

If we want marketing to matter more, we need to avoid doing “dumb” and 

embrace doing “smart.” We need to do what it takes to deliver line-of-sight 

sales to our strategies and initiatives. We can’t expect to earn our budgets 

by merely generating a dollar of growth for a dollar of marketing support 

spending. We need to create a multiplier that will clearly prove we deserve to 

manage the precious asset that we’ve been entrusted: our brand. Then, we 

can take a seat at the boardroom table.
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