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The Pinnacle Experience 
2019 Impact

“Reinvent Yourself”
In its third year, The Pinnacle Experience is an exclusive learning and 

networking event that brings together senior marketing and business 

development professionals working for A/E/C firms of all sizes and 

capabilities. Each year, more than 100 attendees discuss fresh ideas, 

exchange unique perspectives, and share inspiring success. This year, 

participants were challenged by thought-provoking speakers from 

within and outside of the A/E/C industries, including companies 

like Win Without Pitching, Suffolk, GrowthPlay, and Hensel Phelps 

Construction Co. 

Stacy Stout, FSMPS, CPSM, founder and brand/marketing strategist 

at BRANDiac Strategies, once again served as “Provocateur” at the 

2019 Pinnacle Experience, held in Denver November 13-15, 2019, at the 

Four Seasons Hotel Denver. Colorado was an appropriate location for 

the conference, because as Stacy said, the state has “been through 

many cycles of reinventing ourselves.” The theme of reinvention and 

innovation was prevalent throughout each session, which explored 

topics from agile marketing, to the client experience, the modern 

CMO, and other trends affecting business leaders in the A/E/C 

industries. Selected insights from presentations are featured in the 

following pages. 

We’ve compiled some of the insights from The Pinnacle Experience 

in the following pages. We hope this recap inspires you to reach new 

heights in your firm.

Stacy Stout, FSMPS, CPSM

Holly Bolton, FSMPS, CPSM
Owner, 3chord Marketing

Photo credits: Josh Miles, Chief Marketing Officer, SMPS



smps.org/thepinnacleexperience2

The Evolution & Awakening 
of the Modern CMO 

Carla Johnson 
International keynote speaker, 

best-selling author, and CMO

What you should know from the presentation: 
Carla shared the six archetypes every marketing team needs 
to know to successfully align, collaborate across silos, and take 
the risk out of disruption. 

KEEPING OUR CREATIVITY
Like most marketers in the architecture, 

engineering and construction (A/E/C) 

space, Carla Johnson had no idea she 

would grow up to be a chief marketing 

officer with experience in the A/E/C 

industries. As a child, she was more 

interested in turning a bulk grocery box 

into a red Ferrari using her imagination.

The challenge is maintaining that  

creativity as we get older. To illustrate 

this, Carla cited the results of  

Dr. George Land’s “Imaginative Think-

ing” test, originally developed for 

NASA. To understand more about 

where creativity comes from, Dr. Land’s 

team adapted and administered the 

test to 1,600 5-year-olds. While 98% of 

them registered as creative geniuses in 

the first test, by the time they were 15, 

the number was 12%. Dr. Land’s team 

has tested many adults through the 

years. On average, 2% register as  

imaginative thinkers. 

She noted that we’re losing our creativ-

ity when it matters most, because “we 

can’t affect the world and society at 

5-years-old like we can as adults.” Mar-

keters have broad responsibilities that 

are growing broader and that require 

more innovation and a deep knowledge 

base. “And it’s not just the evolution of 

what we’re responsible for as market-

ers, but it’s also the awakening of this 

incredible opportunity of what we have 

before us as professionals,” she said. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
ARCHETYPES
Marketers are “in a pressure cooker” 

because of how we traditionally hire 

and put together teams. “We’re think-

ing so much about the project and not 

thinking about the people who actually 

deliver the work,” she said. Focus-

ing solely on roles—titles that reflect 

expected behaviors—creates silos in 

organizations. 

“When we hire people specifically on 

job titles and roles, we’re killing growth. 

We’re killing innovation.” Archetypes, 

however, reflect how people naturally 

show up in the world. 

“When you have highly aligned teams, 

they are absolutely fearless,” Carla said. 

“The awakening of the modern CMO is 

understanding what you can lead and 

what you can bring out of yourself and 

your team.” 

THE SIX ARCHETYPES
To discover their archetypes, Pinnacle 

attendees visited Carla’s website and 

took a quick assessment based on re-

search from the University of Michigan. 

The archetypes are: 

• Strategists: Great at planning and 

executing; understand where firms 

want to go and how to get there

• Culture shapers: Can communicate 

change and oversee the brand and 

how it’s expressed

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZfKMq-rYtnc
https://www.carlajohnson.co/innovation-quiz/
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• Psychologists: Have empathy and 

understand how change affects 

internal and external clients

• Orchestrators: Lead fearlessly and 

aren’t afraid to have difficult con-

versations early on 

• Collaborators: Love to get involved 

with the process and put the parts 

and pieces together 

• Provocateurs: Prolific with ideas; 

challenge others to look at things 

differently

“We all depend on each other for how 

we work together,” Carla said. “Your 

role as the evolving and awakened 

CMO is not to do more with less. Your 

role is to do more with what you have.” 

The more people understand their own 

archetypes, the stronger leaders they 

become. 

“Once people understand how they 

naturally show up in the world, they 

come to the table with much more 

confidence. And when you come to the 

table with confidence, it sends a fas-

cinating ripple effect through the rest 

of your teams. When you’re confident 

in who you are and the work that you 

do, and the value that you bring to the 

table, you’re much more likely to raise 

your hand earlier when you need help.”

SIMPLE STEPS FOR  
BIG IMPACT
Carla shared three actions attendees 

can do right away to make a difference 

in how their teams perform. 

1. Have your team take the archetype 

assessment to benchmark and 

understand each other. 

2. Identify the gaps so that, as a 

leader, you can fill them until you’re 

able to hire for those archetypes. 

3. Look for partners in your organiza-

tion. For example, culture shapers 

can help strategists, and psychol-

ogists can enhance the work of 

culture shapers. 

“Aligned teams turn ordinary people 

into extraordinary people,” she said. “If 

we start to look at all of the positives 

in our organization, we’re going to 

see that we’ll come up with a lot more 

ideas, a lot faster, and a lot of those 

ideas will have better quality.” 

In closing, Carla reiterated the impor-

tance of rethinking how we put teams 

together. 

“Let’s get rid of our 2% limit of creative 

genius, and let’s go back to our innate 

ability of that 98% and bring that to the 

work that we do every day,” Carla said. 

“That’s how we show we’ve evolved as 

a CMO and that we’re truly awake to 

the potential—and to the growth and 

innovation that we can deliver to our 

organizations.”

“Aligned teams turn ordinary teams into 
extraordinary teams.”

https://www.carlajohnson.co/innovation-quiz/
https://www.carlajohnson.co/innovation-quiz/
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Pricing Creativity: Profit Beyond 
the Billable Hour

Blair Enns 
Author and Founder/CEO, 

Win Without Pitching

What you should know from the presentation: 
With a goal to get Pinnacle participants to think differently 
about pricing, Blair shared principles, rules, and tips taken 
from his book, Pricing Creativity: A Guide to Profit Beyond  
the Billable Hour. 

ALL VALUE IS SUBJECTIVE
The first principle Blair shared was the 

subjective theory of value. 

“Value is like beauty; it’s in the eye of 

the beholder,” he said. “Different peo-

ple value different things at different 

times. Value is nothing more than a 

feeling.” 

PRICE THE CLIENT,  
NOT THE JOB
The subjective theory of value leads 

to Pricing Creativity Rule #1: Price the 

Client, Not the Job. 

In 1971, Nike—then a start-up—paid stu-

dent Carolyn Davidson $35 for the de-

sign of the swoosh logo. PepsiCo paid 

design firm Arnell Group $1 million to 

update the Pepsi logo in 2008. “Value 

is not about the price paid,” Blair said. 

“It’s about your clients feeling about 

the price that they pay.” 

How you’re paid says everything about 

how much risk your client is willing 

to take. On one end of the spectrum, 

charging an hourly rate as you go push-

es the risk to the client. On the other 

end, you set a price based on the value, 

contingent on the outcome. 

“When you take all the risk, the re-

ward should be massive,” Blair said. “It 

should have nothing to do with hours. 

When you’re taking all the risk, or even 

just a bunch of risk, you’re acting like a 

business partner.” 

Between the two ends of the spectrum, 

there are infinite ways to price. What 

you charge the client should be based 

on what the work is worth to them. 

There are three bases of pricing— 

pricing based on time and materials, 

pricing based on outputs or delivera-

bles, and pricing based on the value of 

the service or the outcomes (the high-

est level). In addition, there are three 

levels of financial success:  

1. The efficient firm: focusing on utili-

zation rates and trying to squeeze 

more efficiency out of  

the firm.

2. The progressive pricing firm: 

thinking more creatively about 

how to get to the next level.

3. The value-based pricing firm:  

letting go of the idea of efficien-

cies altogether and untethered 

from time.

In collecting revenue and full-time  

employee (FTE) numbers, Blair has 

found that firms that price based on 

value have a much higher adjusted 

gross income per FTE than firms that 

base pricing on their costs. 

EFFICIENCIES COME AT THE 
COST OF EXTRAORDINARY 
PROFITS
Another principle Blair shared is “the 

inefficiency principle.” 

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/
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“When you pursue efficiencies, you 

give up the opportunity to profit in an 

extraordinary manner,” he said. “Inno-

vation and efficiencies are opposable 

objectives. You cannot increase one 

without decreasing the other.” 

Firms deliver extraordinary value to their 

clients through innovation, which is in-

herently a messy and wasteful process. 

When you pursue efficiencies, you sacri-

fice time to think creatively, the freedom 

to fail, and the ability to hire expensive 

people who are on the market. 

“The challenge is, the longer you 

pursue efficiencies, the more that gets 

ingrained in the culture of the firm, 

and the harder it is to break free from 

it,” Blair said. The key to getting to the 

second level of success is by selectivity, 

focusing on your strengths, and replac-

ing hard work with risk. 

PRICING CREATIVITY RULES
Offer Options and Anchor High. 

“Human beings can’t subjectively per-

ceive absolute values,” Blair said, so 

they search for comparisons. 

“Your job when you put a proposal 

in front of the client is to control the 

context and allow them to make a 

comparison,” he said. It changes the 

question from, “Is this service worth 

this much money?” to, “Which of these 

options is the best value?”

Blair recommends presenting no more 

than three or four options. The princi-

ple of “extremist aversion” means that 

most people tend to seek the safety 

of the middle option. When offering 

options, one of Blair’s pricing creativity 

rules is to anchor high.

“The anchoring effect is the idea that 

the first piece of information on a 

subject skew the ultimate decision on 

that subject,” Blair said. “If you don’t 

anchor high, the client will anchor low. 

When you go in with your options, you 

start with the highest, most expensive 

option.” The job of the anchor price 

is not to sell the highest option; it’s 

to make the middle one look more 

affordable.

LIMIT YOUR PROPOSAL  
TO ONE PAGE
Blair encouraged Pinnacle attendees 

to “think of the proposal as the words 

that come out of your mouth.” The 

document should only come out once 

you have an agreement in principle. 

“Don’t overinvest in these documents 

where you give the client everything,” 

Blair said. “Instead, be more of a con-

versationalist.” 

MASTER THE VALUE 
CONVERSATION
The objective is to determine the  

value you might create for the client 

and compensation you might com-

mand, while maintaining the position 

of practitioner. The value conversation 

framework answers: 

1. What does the client want? (De-

sired future state) 

2. What will we measure? (Metrics) 

3. What’s this worth to the client? 

(Value) 

4. What would the client pay for this? 

(Pricing guidance) 

The challenge is that subject matter 

experts often jump to the solution at 

step one. But it’s important to let go of 

the subject matter expertise and re-

place it with expertise about the value 

conversation. Value-based pricing firms 

set their price before thinking through 

the solutions. “They have “undergone a 

fundamental shift where it ceases to be 

about them in the sale,” Blair said.

Blair wrapped up his presentation by an-

swering a question he proposed at the 

beginning of the presentation: “What 

is the goal of value-based pricing? To 

create a firm intently focused on creat-

ing extraordinary customer value.”

“Value is not about the price paid, 
but the feeling the client has about 

the price they paid.”
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The Business of Diversity & Inclusion  

Kabri Lehrman-Schmid, 
DBIA, LEED AP BD+C 
Project Superintendent, Hensel 

Phelps Construction Co.

Ciara Seger
Project Superintendent, Hensel 

Phelps Construction Co.

What you should know from the presentation: 
Ciara and Kabri discussed how diversity fits into a company’s 
brand, marketing and personnel recruitment efforts, and how 
intentional efforts can change the game for business success 
and employee retention. 

DEFINING DIVERSITY FOR 
YOUR ORGANIZATION
Kabri noted that Pinnacle attendees 

probably had varying thoughts come to 

mind when they saw the topic of diversi-

ty on the schedule. None of the thoughts 

are wrong, because the definition of 

diversity is neutral. It implies a collection 

of individuals or organizations that are 

characterized by identity markers.

After facilitating a discussion about 

how participants’ firms define and 

encourage diversity, Kabri shared ways 

to impact diversity within the A/E/C 

industries and within organizations. 

Those strategies include:

• Teaming with small businesses; 

• Identifying new market sectors, 

• Exploring geographic locations, 

• Understanding owner and contract 

types; and

• Addressing the age, sex, race, 

religion, sexual orientation of your 

current and future employees.

NEED FOR DIVERSITY
Ciara and Kabri shared several stats 

about diversity:

• 67% of job seekers say diversity is 

an important factor when consid-

ering a company (Glassdoor).

• Companies with the most ethically/

culturally diverse boards worldwide 

are 43% more likely to experience 

higher profits (McKinsey &  

Company). 

• Companies whose senior man-

agement teams are more than 15% 

female had a 5% higher return on 

equity (Credit Suisse). 

• Companies in the top quartile 

for gender diversity on executive 

teams were 21% more likely to 

outperform on profitability and 

27 percent more likely to have 

superior value creation (McKinsey 

& Company). 

“It’s growth of your people; it’s growth 

of your reach from different sectors; 

and it’s growth of your bottom line,” 

Ciara said. Kabri also noted that some 

definitions of diversity may make it 

seem like a numbers game. 

“Numbers are really only a small part of 

the roadmap you need to make cultural 

and behavioral changes within your 

organization to generate inclusion,” 

she said. “Inclusion within the work-

place creates an environment where 

everybody feels welcome, supported, 

respected, and valued.”

The AIA Guide for Equitable Practice 

provides a resource for diversity defini-

tions and makes the case for equitable 

practice on a variety of levels. Kabri 

outlined three of them: 

• The Moral Case: The moral case  

is instinctual. We want to do the 

right thing. 

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/
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• The Business Case: The business 

case is that there’s value in differ-

ence—it’s a benefit to employees’ 

experience and to the bottom line. 

• The Ethical Case: The ethical case 

is a promise to your employees 

that they will be judged equally 

and fairly based on their contribu-

tions, efforts, and qualifications. 

Difference is not a hindrance to 

opportunities. 

SPREADING THE MESSAGE
After Pinnacle participants shared their 

experiences with diversity in their com-

panies, Kabri shared some guidance 

on the messaging of diversity within 

organizations. 

• Prepare and commit at the top: 

The CEO needs to be a visible 

leader, cheerleader, and spokes-

person for the message while 

engaging upper leadership.

• Establish a framework: Have an 

articulated philosophy that incor-

porates operations. “Management 

needs a message to get behind,” 

Kabri said. “We need to know how 

it’s going to impact our day to day, 

and that framework needs to say 

it’s safe to participate.”

• Train and sensitize employees: 

Incorporate teaching about diver-

sity and inclusion, the benefits and 

terminology, and the missteps. 

• Evaluate processes: Provide 

feedback opportunities, continue 

gaining knowledge, and celebrate 

progress. 

RECRUITING
To influence diversity internally, the first 

area firms usually consider is recruiting. 

• Evaluate where you’re recruit-

ing and who you’re sending to 

recruiting opportunities. Make 

sure they’re trained in the desired 

culture, diversity language, and 

unconscious bias. 

• Use inclusive language and be 

aware of unconscious bias when 

reviewing résumés. 

• Overcome “limited candidate pool” 

thinking by widening your aperture 

and asking if your candidate quali-

fications are must-haves. 

• Overcome the statistics. “There’s 

an amazing Harvard Business Re-

view article that says if there’s one 

woman in your pool of candidates, 

there’s statistically no chance she 

will be chosen,” Kabri said. “Put 

two, and it significantly increases 

that chance because it changes the 

status quo.” 

• Think about finding a cultural add 

instead of a cultural fit. 

CULTURE OF CARE
According to “The 4 Trends Changing 

How You Hire in 2018 and Beyond,”  

by Maria Ignatova, 78% of companies 

focus on diversity to improve culture. 

Based on research from Deloitte, 80%  

of respondents say inclusion is an im-

portant factor in choosing an employer, 

and 72% would leave or consider leaving 

an organization for a more inclusive one. 

At Hensel Phelps, “People recognize 

how awesome our culture is because of 

what we do internally and how we in-

clude people,” Ciara said. For example, 

Hensel Phelps has a women’s network 

group, W Net, that has expanded and 

turned into a seminar. “It’s nice to know 

that I have that network with people I 

can go to, and that I can help build up 

the younger crowd, as well.”  

External Influence | Kabri shared 

several ways marketing and business 

development can impact diversity in 

the industry:

• Market research and outreach: 

Bring back information that will 

help the organization decide on 

next steps, partnerships, and 

opportunities. 

• Proposal writing and strategy: 

Use language that aligns with the 

client’s culture and values.

• Social media management: Rep-

resentation matters, fact checking 

is imperative, and missteps have 

immediate consequences. Make 

sure your content represents your 

organization, its beliefs, and its 

cultures. Know as much as you can 

about the potential impact of con-

tent and be prepared to respond.

“If you change the status quo, you can 
change how one is assessed.”

https://hbr.org/2016/04/if-theres-only-one-woman-in-your-candidate-pool-theres-statistically-no-chance-shell-be-hired
https://hbr.org/2016/04/if-theres-only-one-woman-in-your-candidate-pool-theres-statistically-no-chance-shell-be-hired
https://business.linkedin.com/talent-solutions/blog/trends-and-research/2018/4-trends-shaping-the-future-of-hiring
https://business.linkedin.com/talent-solutions/blog/trends-and-research/2018/4-trends-shaping-the-future-of-hiring
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You’re Not Selling! Reimagining Your 
Client Experience Strategy

Deborah Knupp
Chief Executive Officer, Akina 

Consulting, and Managing Director, 

GrowthPlay

What you should know from the presentation: 
Deborah’s session helped attendees reimagine what client-centric 
selling looks like by sharing “sales as an act of service” concepts 
and showcasing GrowthPlay’s Six Pillars for Client Experience. 

SALES AS AN ACT OF SERVICE
“We’re all in sales,” Deborah said. “So, 

it’s important to unpack why people 

disdain salespeople.” Data shows that 

the sales process is inherently self-inter-

ested; is often about “getting” business; 

and can be achieved by preying on 

buyer vulnerability. Data also shows 

that the process is often a one-way, 

one-and-done transaction; and feels like 

a taker’s game, not a giver’s game. In 

addition, there’s a perception that sales 

people often live their stereotypes. “This 

doesn’t have to be true,” Deborah said. 

Buyers typically buy emotionally and 

then justify rationally. However, sellers 

tend to get it mixed up by selling ratio-

nally and justifying emotionally. 

“We’ve got to pay attention, in the value 

and sales conversations, that we’re 

focusing on four triggers,” Deborah said. 

Those include concern, curiosity, confi-

dence, and connection. 

Deborah shared the DNA of the sales 

cycle:

• Target: Who is the contact?

• Relationship building: How do we 

build and nurture the relationship 

with authenticity and value creation?

• Transition: What triggers could 

identify a need, problem, or op-

portunity? 

• Sales execution: How do we show 

our process is differentiated through 

introductions, content, pitches, solu-

tion planning, and proposals?

• Close the deal: How do we close 

the deal by satisfying the six quali-

fiers of problem, solution, urgency, 

access, expectations, and budget? 

When you do a target-to-sales execu-

tion before establishing or maintaining 

an authentic relationship or before 

being aware of one of the emotional 

buying triggers, “you’re going to likely 

rush rejection,” Deborah said.

SALES FUNDAMENTALS
Deborah outlined three philosophies 

that underscore excellence in sales:

1. Sales is about authentic relationship 

building — actually caring about 

your client.

2. Sales is about other-centered prob-

lem solving. It suspends self-interest 

so you can discern what your client 

is trying to achieve. 

3. How you engage is far more im-

portant than the activity. 

After setting the stage with the three 

philosophies, Deborah shared tactics for 

generating revenue that don’t feel like 

sales. A few select examples: 

Dream out Loud — The Dream out 

Loud formula attracts a high level of 

engagement: 

1. Authentic acknowledgement: Tell 

your client you appreciate them 

and why 

2. Communicate goal or vision: Tell 

them what you’d like to work on 

with them

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/
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3. Ask for advice or input: It’s not 

asking for a project; it’s asking  

for advice 

Relationship Building Rigor — Deborah 

shared core fundamentals to underscore 

the client experience with authentic 

relationship building and central 

problem-solving: 

• The Platinum Rule: Do unto others 

as they want to be done unto. “The 

Platinum Rule is about suspending 

self-interest,” Deborah. “And the 

way to do that is through ques-

tions. What you ask about signals 

what you care about. So, if you’re 

only asking questions about the 

next construction project, you’re 

signaling that you only care about 

generating revenue for yourself.”

• The 3 Ins: Can we invite them to 

things they want to do? Can I intro-

duce them to people they want to 

meet? Or can I share information 

that will help them? 

• The Core 4 for Preparation:  

Objectives, Discovery, Messages, 

and DNS (definitive next steps). 

• 3:1 Leverage: There’s no “one and 

done.” Prepare your professionals 

to look for opportunities to leverage 

content and get three uses for one 

piece of content. 

Qualification & Closing — “Part of our 

client experience and looking for a sales 

opportunity is really figuring out the 

qualifiers,” Deborah said. The six qualifi-

ers to win work include: 

• Problem: Buyer must believe they 

have a problem. 

• Solution: Buyer must believe you/

the company has a plausible, credi-

ble solution. 

• Urgency: Buyer must believe 

problem is urgent and needs to  

be solved now/soon. 

• Access: You must have access 

to the decision-makers and their 

decision-making criteria. 

• Expectation: Buyer and you must 

be on the same page regarding 

the amount of time and resources 

necessary to solve the problem. 

• Budget: Buyer and you must be 

on the same page with financial 

justification for the solution where 

cost equates to value. 

SELLING THROUGH CLIENT 
EXPERIENCE 
Deborah encouraged Pinnacle partic-

ipants to think about the journey from 

the client’s point of view, with the reali-

zation that every step of this process 

creates opportunities for new sales. 

1. Brand promise: Expectations, 

word-of-mouth, reputation, web, 

digital, reviews. 

2. Pre-sales experience: Research, 

intelligence gathering, networking. 

3. Sales pursuit and buying: Sales 

pitching, closing, selection. 

4. Delivery and client service: Day-

to-day interactions, responsive-

ness, billing, project management. 

5. Client care and loyalty building: 

Conflict resolution, communica-

tion, expectation management. 

6. Client experience and feedback: 

Client survey, interviews, updating 

expectations and renewals.  

SELLING AND THE SIX PILLARS 
OF CLIENT EXPERIENCE
Based on the research GrowthPlay has 

been doing over the last 18 years across 

professional services firms, they have 

learned that customer experience (CX) 

is the sum of six pillars. Deborah led 

a discussion with the participants on 

examples of the following pillars: 

• Pillar 1: Relationship Investment—

Develop and maintain authentic 

relationships with clients. “If you 

elevate this particular pillar, it has 

a way of informing the other five,” 

Deborah said. 

• Pillar 2: Business Intelligence: 

Understand and provide counsel in 

the context of client’s business. 

• Pillar 3: Communication and Expec-

tation Management—Communicate 

in ways that mange expectations 

and build trust and loyalty. “In client 

feedback, communication is always 

the area where there can be the 

most improvement,” Deborah said. 

• Pillar 4: Client Appreciation—

Demonstrate appreciation for 

clients and their business.

• Pillar 5: Client Kick-Off and Feed-

back—Initiate high-impact client 

intake/kickoff meetings and regu-

larly seek client feedback. 

• Pillar 6: Billing and Fee Care—Con-

sider using your approach to fees 

and billing as an opportunity for 

differentiation. 

Deborah said that looking at the client 

journey through these six categories 

allows you to be more intentional, drive 

value, and allow you to execute more 

revenue-generating effort now and in 

the future. 

“Dream out loud.”
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Engage & Inspire Through 
Branded Experiences

Lea Stendahl
Executive Vice President and 

Chief Marketing Officer, Suffolk

What you should know from the presentation: 
Drawing on experience creating innovative campaigns in 
digital financial services, Lea shared how best practices from 
iconic consumer brands can be applied to stand out from the 
competition. 

CHALLENGING CATEGORY 
CONVENTIONS 
A common misperception about 

branding and marketing is that there 

isn’t necessarily a direct line to busi-

ness results, Lea said. The role of 

marketing is to build impressions, and 

that work is equally important in driv-

ing business. To set the stage for an 

increased focus on brand strategy, the 

Suffolk marketing team:

• Shifted from transactional to rela-

tionship-driven behavior with inter-

nal clients. That meant digging into 

the business, understanding how it 

makes money, and aligning efforts 

to key performance indicators. 

• Re-engineered the operating mod-

el into an agency model. 

• Brought in outside talent to sup-

plement the marketing team with 

people from diverse industries. 

• Focused on data as a source for 

truth. They’re on a journey to be 

accountable to every dollar spent. 

• Lea outlined five keys to engaging 

and inspiring through branded 

experiences:

1. Making the Case for 
the Power of a Brand in a 
Traditional Category
The most powerful brands have pro-

found stories that establish a sense of 

bigger purpose, instill meaning in what 

they do, broaden how they can manifest 

in the world, and provoke an emotional 

response and positive affinity. Lea out-

lined several data points that under-

score the importance of brand. Strong 

brands: 

• Outperform weak ones by 20%.

• Create more reasons to choose 

beyond price and schedule and 

erodes price sensitivity; 57% would 

pay more for a purpose-driven 

product. 

• Amplify growth that outpaces the 

competition. Purpose-led brands 

increased growth in value by 175% 

in the last 12 years; purposeless 

brands experienced 70% growth. 

• Give their partners more reasons 

to talk about them. The most 

recommended company grows at 

2.5x the category, and 2/3 of the 

economy is influenced by personal 

recommendations.

(Sources: McKinsey & Co. and 2018 

Cone/Porter Novelli Purpose Study)

Lea also shared that differentiation 

comes from purpose. Purpose-built 

brands help motivate and attract 

high-performing individuals, especially 

Millennials, and help future-proof an 

industry waiting to be disrupted. 

“You never know where disruption 

is going to come from. And having a 

strong brand can actually be a great 

way to protect against that,” Lea said. 

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/b2b-business-branding
https://www.conecomm.com/research-blog/2018-purpose-study
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2019 RECAP 11

NOVEMBER 13-15, 2019 

“We’ve decided that we’re going to 

embrace it versus becoming anxious. 

The brand is going to play a pretty big 

role in how we transform the company 

going forward.” 

2. Defining the Brand
Instilling a bigger purpose that goes 

beyond the product or service offered. 

Lea shared how Suffolk approaches 

defining the brand: 

• The best brands stand for some-

thing. “If you stand for something, 

you may be inherently standing 

against something else,” Lea said. 

• Take a position; don’t just have po-

sitioning. “The biggest mistake we 

can make is assuming that people 

are actually interested in what we 

have to say,” Lea said. 

• Start from the inside out. Build on 

strengths, leverage brand equity, 

and figure out your why. 

3. Broaden the Audience 
Beyond a Narrow Definition  
of Customer
 “We’re taking the perspective now 

that we need to broaden what we 

think about as our typical audience,” 

Lea said. In addition to the traditional 

audience of owners and developers, 

Suffolk has increased its focus on 

relationships with the at-large commu-

nity, external team members, and local 

business owners. 

4. Make Human Connections 
— Create Opportunities to 
Inform, Engage, inspire
Lea shared one of her favorite quotes, 

from Linda Boff, CMO of General 

Electric: “We don’t believe in B2B or 

B2C. We believe in in B2H—we market 

to humans.”

“All of us are probably really good 

at informing, which are the one-way 

conversations. They’re typically pretty 

factual, but maybe not always the most 

persuasive,” Lea said. “What’s most 

interesting to me is inspiring audienc-

es—proactively co-creating and stimu-

lating creativity—which is a much more 

memorable and emotional experience.”

5. Bring to Life  — Through 
Contemporary Experiences
“There’s an entire range of possibili-

ties beyond one-way communication, 

particularly when you take technology 

machine to account,” Lea said. Drawing 

ideas from consumer marketing, Suffolk 

is analyzing which technologies make 

sense to contemporize their communi-

cations. For example, augmented reality 

and near-field communication allows 

users to scan a construction site and see 

what the finished project will look like. 

In offices, Suffolk is replacing traditional 

signage and artwork with showcasing 

videos with drone footage of the build-

ings their employees create every day. 

To engage the community, Suffolk 

is focusing on co-created inbound 

content. For example, Suffolk invites 

photographers to job sites to shoot 

views they will likely never get when 

construction is complete. Suffolk then 

encourages the photographers to 

share the images on social media with 

the #suffolkscapes hashtag.

6. Marketing Pathway
Lea wrapped up her presentation with 

a path for marketers increasing their 

focus on brand strategy. The steps 

included:

1. Taking stock of corporate strategy. 

2. Mapping primary stakeholders and 

their needs. 

3. Determining value proposition and 

brand architecture.

4. Clarifying the degrees of freedom. 

5. Laying down the ground rules for 

activation.

“Be a part of what interests people.”
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An Agile Approach to B2B 
Branding & Marketing 

Greg Kihlström
President and Chief Experience 

Officer, Cravety, Author of The 

Agile Consumer, and Host of 

The Agile World Podcast

What you should know from the presentation: 
Greg helped Pinnacle participants discover how to apply agile 
marketing principles to their B2B marketing and improve the 
customer experience for potential and existing clients.

KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL 
BRANDS
Citing a popular quote from Amazon’s 

Jeff Bezos, “Your brand is what other 

people say about you when you’re not 

in the room,” Greg said that as mar-

keters, we often spend a lot of time on 

all kinds of marketing strategies and 

tactics. “But if we’re not able to actually 

create a message and brand that really 

resonates and is memorable, we’re not 

truly successful.” 

Much more than a logo, a brand is 

the vocabulary you teach customers, 

partners, and employees; the relation-

ship and the way you treat them; and 

a continually evolving entity. Success-

ful brands:  

• Have substance (the ability to  

back up your words).

• Have relevance (the ability to  

answer a question or solve a  

problem).

• Are focused (efforts and messag-

ing on something that resonates 

with a specific audience). 

THE EVOLUTION OF 
THE BRAND-CUSTOMER 
RELATIONSHIP
In the early days of marketing and ad-

vertising, it was enough to have name 

or product recognition to generate 

sales. Awareness led to action, and 

mass advertising created mass sales. 

As consumers and marketers became 

more sophisticated, companies and 

products needed to exist as an “idea.” 

In more recent times, brands—like 

Disney and Southwest—have used ex-

perience and deeper customer engage-

ment to cut through the clutter. Taking 

the brand evolution a step further, Greg 

talked about the brand as relationship 

model, where consistent, positive expe-

riences over time result in an ongoing 

relationship. 

Many developments have brought 

about the evolution of the customer 

experience:  

• Social transformation. 

• Brand as experience. 

• Market disruption and exponential 

technology. 

• Modern CX and the device-agnos-

tic consumer. 

• Agile marketing and real-time data.  

ENTER AGILE
Because of these developments, 

the traditional marketing funnel of 

awareness  interest  decision  

action has become a more complex 

customer journey with cross-touch-

point experiences. 

For the B2B marketer, the rapid pace 

of change in technology, marketing, 

and consumers calls for a better way of 

quickly solving challenges. Agile meth-

odology involves conducting multiple 

iterative sprints of design, testing, and 

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/


2019 RECAP 13

NOVEMBER 13-15, 2019 

implementation, and can be applied  

to marketing campaigns. 

Greg said that the challenge to agile 

marketing is the balancing act of main-

taining your mission and your values 

while you adjust positioning and strate-

gies. It’s important to be authentic and 

honest, true to your values, and to stay 

nimble. He offered several tips for B2B 

marketers to embrace an agile brand: 

• Value long-term customers over 

short-term sales. 

• Value dialogue with customers 

over broadcasting one-way mar-

keting messages. 

• Stay true to values over doing 

whatever you can to generate 

revenue. 

• Value evolutionary approaches 

over revolutionary approaches at 

times. 

• Value continual improvement over 

maintaining status quo. 

• Stand out from the noise. 

• Focus on what matters. “Most of 

us have a lot of competition,” Greg 

said. “So we have to find a way to 

offer substance, offer relevance, 

and really focus our efforts.” 

“Stay nimble and embrace evolution.”
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Being Human in the Age of 
Technology Disruption 

Tanya Mas
Chief Marketing Officer,  

Strategy Execution

What you should know from the presentation: 
Tanya discussed how we can leverage technology to build 
meaningful relationships and connections with our audience. 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
“There’s no doubt we’re in the fourth 

industrial revolution,” Tanya said. She 

shared several statistics, including: 

• 44% of companies have moved to a 

digital-first approach for customer 

experience 

• 40% of all technology spending 

went toward digital transformation 

in 2019 

• 34% of companies have already 

undergone a digital transformation 

• 70% of companies either have a 

digital transformation strategy in 

place or are working on one

From a marketer’s perspective: 

• More than 7,000 marketing soft-

ware solutions were available in 

2019, compared to around 150 in 

2011. 

• Nearly 1/3 of CMO’s budgets are 

allocated to marketing technology.

• By 2020, 85% of customer interac-

tions with a company will be han-

dled without human involvement, 

making it important to balance 

automation, scale personalization, 

and make meaningful connections. 

“Digital technology is pervasive, and it’s 

here to stay,” Tanya said. “It’s going to 

pose some challenges, and we need to 

figure out how to navigate the complex-

ities of this new world.” 

PERSONALIZING THE 
EXPERIENCE AND BUILDING 
MEANINGFUL CONNECTIONS 
Tanya facilitated a discussion with the 

audience about how they’re personaliz-

ing experiences and building meaning-

ful connections within their firms. Her 

recommendations include:   

• Engage and tell a story: “It doesn’t 

have to be our generated content, 

it could be audience-generated 

content,” Tanya said.

• Build customer advocacy: Create 

an immersive community. “Peer-

to-peer engagement will bring out 

a lot more opportunities that you 

may not have even considered,” 

she said. 

• Lead with emotion to inspire 

action: Consumer brands Apple, 

Spotify, Nike, and Red Bull have 

built loyalty by connecting with 

egos, emotion, aspirations, and the 

needs of their audience. 

WHAT’S NEXT?
“We need to challenge ourselves to 

think differently and act differently,” 

Tanya said. One of the first steps she 

recommended is to “walk the walk”—

experience what clients are experi-

encing and make changes if we’re not 

getting anything out of it. 

“We need to listen to our customers 

and ask for real and relevant feedback,” 

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/
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she added. In addition, Tanya recom-

mended finding ways to quiet the noise 

of digital and provide audiences with 

relevant experiences that no one else is 

giving them.

Building experiences requires recali-

brating, collaborating, and prioritizing. 

Through it all, Tanya reminded attend-

ees to be fearless and continually learn.

“The secret sauce to marketing lies in  
the human connection.”
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The Pinnacle Experience 2019 Peak
The Pinnacle Experience provided attendees with innovative tools, smart 

practices, and an expanded network to help strengthen their firm and its future 

business. The quotes below reflect the attendees parting thoughts on the event. 

“The Pinnacle opening keynote speaker, Carla 

Johnson, helped leaders discover who they 

are and what they bring to the table. Role 

(what you do) vs. archetype (who you are).”

 “The Pinnacle Experience challenges 

attendees to create action items inspired 

from all the amazing sessions”

 “A phenomenal presentation and #brand / 

#marketing transformation that Lea led!”

“Success can breed complacency.  

Brand and culture matters.”

https://www.smps.org/learning/premier-events/the-pinnacle-experience/
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